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INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS 
This orientation supplement is intended to provide an overview of the 
history and culture of the Hmong people of Laos. It is reprinted from 
an Indochinese Refugee Education Guide, GI #16, "Glimpses of Hmong 
History and Culture." The National Indochinese Clearinghouse published 
four such Guides about the Hmongs. Parts of some of the other Hmong 
Guides are included here as Appendices. 
Complete copies of the four Hmong Guides give a wealth of educational 
and linguistic information. Copies may be obtained free of charge 
from the National Indochinese Clearinghouse, Center for Applies Linguistics, 
1611 North Kent Street, Arlington, VA 22209. Call toll-free: 800/336-3040. 
In Virginia and metropolitan D.C. call 703/528-4312. 
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Preliminaries 
The Purpose of this Guide is to provide Americans with an introduction 
to the history and culture of the Hmong refugees from Laos. This is the 
third of four Guides that the National Indochinese Clearinghouse is publish-
ing on the Hmongs. The first, entitled "The Hmong Language: Sounds and 
Alphabets," consists of background information, a description of the sounds 
of Hmong, and a discussion of the alphabet situation. The second, entitled 
"The Hmong Language: Sentences, Phrases and Words," consists of a brief 
description of Hmong grammar, and lists of useful words and phrases like 
clan names, titles of address, days of the month, and so on. The fourth 
Guide, entitled "An Annotated Bibliography of Materials on the Hmongs of 
Laos," provides information on books and articles that have been written 
about the Hmongs. 
This Guide consists of an article by Yang See Koumarn on the recent 
history of the Hmongs in Laos, and an article by G. L. Barney presenting a 
historical/traditional account of Hmong life. 
We are delighted to be able to present these articles, and wish to 
express our appreciation to the authors. 
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The Hmongs of Laos: 1896 - 1978 
- Yang See Koumarn 
[Yang See is a Hmong refugee who is currently a student at Northern 
Virginia Community College, in the Washington, D.C. area. He was educa-
ted in Vientiane,and while attending high school worked with the French 
anthropologists Jacques Lemoine and Guy Mor^chand. Between 1969 and 1975, 
he worked for U.S. Government agencies and with General Vang Pao's guerrilla 
army as an interpreter and liaison/communications officer. After six months 
in the refugee camp of Nong Khai, in Thailand, he and his family came to the 
United States in November, 1975.] 
A. Early History 
Because a complete anthropological study of the Hmongs has never been 
made, our precise origins are obscure. It is clear, from comparative lin-
guistic and cultural studies, that we, along with the Yao or Man people, 
are more closely related to the Chinese than we are to any other people. 
(We are the only people in Indochina with such close ties to China.) The 
Chinese call us Miao; the other groups in Indochina call us Meo; but we call 
ourselves Hmong, which means "free." 
Our exact numbers in Laos are unknown because no census has ever been 
officially taken. Perhaps the best guess is provided by Yang Dao, a Hmong 
economist, who estimates that there were about 350,000 Hmongs in Laos in 
the mid-sixties. 
All sources agree that we originated in China, and that we started 
migrating out of China into Southeast Asia about 150 years ago. Explanations 
of these migrations vary. Some say we were forced to migrate to unoccupied 
lands in the mountains because of pressure from hostile neighbors. Others 
maintain that we wanted to find new territory for farming and raising live-
stock. Both factors may have contributed to our moving to the mountaintops 
of Indochina, and perhaps our present move to resettle in third countries. 
Our preference for establishing small villages high in the mountains 
explains why there was little objection to our migrations during the nine-
teenth century — no one else was interested in the lands we chose. In these 
mountains, we lived relatively peaceably with our Vietnamese, Lao, Thai, and 
Burmese neighbors, and were free from colonial government interference. 
In the 1890's, French control was established over much of Indochina, 
including the area that is now Laos. About 1896, the Hmongs there became 
subject to the French colonial tax system, a system based not on income but 
on population: so much per family had to be paid, regardless of how much or 
how little wealth the family possessed. Many Hmong could not pay the tax, 
and village chiefs refused to try to collect it. Yang Dao writes: 
"In 1896, a new tax system, which the Hmong chiefs of Kaitong 
deemed not very democratic, led the chiefs to refuse to collect 
such burdensome taxes from their people, who had not even been 
told about them in advance. The reaction of t h ^ local Franco-
Lao authorities was to send some Indochinese guards (guerrillas 
and militiamen) into the mountains around the Xieng Khouang pla-
teau to intimidate the Hmong. The Hmong Kaitong ordered an attack 
on them at Ban Khang Phanieng, 20 kilometers east of Ban Ban. Word 
of this reached the higher French authorities, who at once ordered 
a cease-fire. It was immediately accepted by the Hmong who, 
anxious to live in peace, delegated Moua Kaitong to enter negotia-
tions at Ban Ban with the commissioner of the Government of the 
French Republic and the Lao Chaomuong of Ban Ban." (Translated 
from Yang Dao's Les Hmongs du Laos Face au D^veloppement.) 
Between 1919 and 1921, the Hmongs in North Vietnam rose up in a similar, 
but much bloodier, revolt against the tax system. This was the ">Iadmen*s 
War," as the French call it; Yang Dao says it was the vexations, tyranny, 
extortion, misappropriations of tax money, and injustices of every kind which 
drove the Hmongs to revolt, as the only way of making themselves understood. 
Between 1921 and 1941, there were no major incidents, and Hmong life 
proceeded much as Dr. Barney's article on the following pages describes. We 
were politically controlled by the Lao and French, but developed economic 
strength through our cultivation of opium poppies. Opium production was a 
legal activity during the French colonial period, and we and the other hill 
tribes were the major cultivators, as opium poppies grow only at altitudes 
over 3,000 feet, i.e. only in the lands we occupied. Our economic strength, 
and our sense of cultural identity, caused the colonial government to view 
us with more care than they did the other minorities in Laos, according to 
most writers; in any event, Hmong clan leaders came to be called upon by the 
Laotian district or provincial authorities to report on the status and living 
conditions of their people, and to be given positions in local governments. 
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B. The Emergence of Hmong Leaders and the Guerrilla Army 
Between 1941 and 1945, Laos was occupied by the Japanese. The Hmongs 
joined French and ethnic Lao forces against the Japanese, developing a repu-
tation as guerrilla fighters. At this time, the Hmong leader Touby Lyfoung 
rose to power and prominence as the field commander of a Hmong militia that 
furnished intelligence and guerrilla support to the regular French/Lao 
army. 
Between 1945 and 1953 when Laos became totally independent, different 
factions in the country struggled for control. Touby gained support and re-
spect in one of these factions, the one that eventually became the Royal 
Lao Government. In a parallel manner, another Hmong leader Faydang Lor, 
became the foremost Hmong in the Lao Issara, the faction that favored Lao 
independence with no French involvement, and which later established ties 
with the Viet Minh in North Vietnam and became the Pathet Lao. 
Touby, the first Hmong to be educated, was promoted to higher and higher 
positions within the Royal Lao Government, until in 1962 he was appointed to 
the cabinet position of Minister of Health. (He was the first member of a 
minority to hold such a high rank in the Lao government.) In his article 
"The Meo of Xieng Khouang Province, Laos," Barney says of Touby that: * 
"He has consistently championed the Meo people. While holding 
positions of influence within the government administration, he 
has retained the respect, confidence and support of the Meo people. 
He is known throughout the whole area, and the Meo are quick to 
respond to requests by him." Cp, 281) 
Faydang Lor developed similar prestige and support among the Pathet Lao 
- he is now vice-chairman of the Pathet Lao Administrative Committee - and 
among his Hmong tribesmen. 
Throughout the war in Laos, then, Hmongs have been on both the Royal 
Lao Government side, led by Touby, and the Pathet Lao side, led by Faydang. 
As the war escalated and progressed in Laos, another Hmong emerged as 
leader. Vang Pao rose rapidly to the rank of major general in the Royal Lao 
Army, and in 1963 was appointed by a royal decree to command the Second Mili-
tary Region of Laos, succeeding General Khamkhong. (This region was composed 
of the provinces of Sam Neua and Xieng Khouang, where 70 per cent of the 
Hmong population lived.) 
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The Laotian governor in each province was responsible for the civilian 
administration of his province only. In contrast, the Regional Military 
Commander had responsibility for controlling the military situation and pro-
viding security for the people living in all the provinces in the region. In 
1961, the crucial city of Xieng Khouang was taken over by the Pathet Lao, 
forcing the governor of the province to retreat to Vientiane and reorganize, 
along with the governors of other northern provinces. Touby and his brothers 
Tou Geu and Tou Lia also moved to Vientiane, where they took part in the 
civil reorganization. _ 
General Vang Pao, as military commander, could not retreat and re-
establish his commanding headquarters in Vientiane, but stayed in Xieng Khouang 
province. By this time, there were thousands of displaced Hmongs clustered 
in areas aroung the villages of Long Tieng, Sam Thong, Muong Cha and Ban Xon; 
they had fled to these sites, as air and ground raids made life impossible 
in the villages in the mountains. Because of the lack of leadership among 
these relocated Hmongs (traditional Hmong political organization did not 
naturally extend to groups larger than the village, which typically was com-
posed of one or two clans only), Vang Pao found it necessary to appoint 
civilian officials to lead them; as the governor of the province was in Vien-
tiane, and communications were inadequate, Vang Pao had to act independently. 
None of the officials appointed by Vang Pao to the position of naikong (super-
visor of a few district chiefs) or tasseng (supervisor of village chiefs) 
were recognized or paid by the Royal Lao Government, even after fifteen years 
of handling the civil administration within the provinces. 
The officials appointed by Vang Pao performed two principal roles. The 
first was, of course, to establish immediate order and regulation among the 
relocated people. The second was to screen and recruit young men to serve 
in Vang Pao's "Arm^e Clandestine," or guerrilla army. 
The guerrilla army was composed mostly of Hmongs and other minorities, 
and guickly became recognized as the most efficient fighting force in Laos. 
This was the army that was eventually supported and advised entirely by the 
Americans. 
One of the factors in the success of the guerrilla army was that the 
minority groups - not only the Hmongs - were commanded by their own chiefs. 
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Vang Pao, recognizing that minority soldiers were at a disadvantage in the 
regular Lao army under Lao commanders, strongly urged the most prominent 
civilian leaders he had appointed, to join the guerrilla army. He carried 
out his promise to appoint them as commanders of groups they had previously 
recruited for the army. The result was that the soldiers were better under-
stood, better treated, and happier; they were also more obedient and willing 
to fight, especially since the land for which they fought was needed by their 
families. 
Although the guerrilla army was led in field operations by clan leaders 
who previously did not know one another, competition and jealousy did not 
occur much among them. All received straight orders from Vang Pao, who was 
most of the time present with them on the battlefield or circling above them 
in an airplane. Vang Pao*s strong leadership, along with his political and 
military ability, made his guerrilla army by all accounts the best fighting 
force on our side of the war. 
C. Effects of Relocation: 1955 - 1975 
The long years of war between 1955 and 1975 severely disrupted the pat-
tern of Hmong life that Dr. Barney describes in his article. The provinces 
in which most of the Hmongs lived either were occupied by the Pathet Lao, 
or passed back and forth between the Royal Lao Government and the Pathet Lao. 
Military activity in these areas made it impossible for Hmong life in the 
mountain villages to continue with day-to-day security. 
Thousands of families were forced to abandon their villages and flee to 
the areas I mentioned before, leaving their houses, possessions and livestock 
behind. This abruj)t relocation into new regions and inhospitable climates 
was especially hard on old people and children, many of whom died. Raising 
crops was difficult in the new locations, as there were only the women and 
children to do the work, and as traditional Hmong agricultural techniques 
were based on there being relatively large amounts of land supporting rela-
tively few people. Food supplies would be furnished by the Welfare Department 
(the supplies themselves came from the United States Agency for International 
Development) by air to a group of people whose village had been attacked and 
occupied by the enemy, forcing them to another location, but only for a year. 
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or until the following crop cycle had been completed. After the year, the 
supplies would stop, unless the people had in the meantime been attacked and 
forced to move again. 
After ten years, one could see the virgin forest surrounding Long Tieng 
and Sam Thong shaved back miles and miles, by the 45,000 people living in 
the towns. The lack of arable land forced Hmong farmers to use the same 
piece of land for two or three or more consecutive years before allowing it 
to lie fallow. From 1969 to 1973 these fields were not planted, because both 
towns were frequently attacked by the Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese and all 
the civilians had been evacuated. But in 1974, the people came back, and the 
same slash-and-burn agriculture was continued. 
Another aspect of relocation that was particularly difficult for the 
Hmongs was the necessity of living in temporary huts, which typically were 
covered with plastic and had walls made of rice bags. These huts were too 
small for a special place to be reserved for the veneration of ancestors. 
A traditional Hmong house is divided into two parts: one for family 
activity and cooking, the other for sleeping, food storage, and the honoring 
of the household's protective spirits. Each house has two doors: one, which 
always faces east, has a single panel and is used for ordinary purposes; the 
other, which always faces the down side of the mountain, has two panels and 
is used for ceremonial purposes like funerals and marriage arrangements. It 
was very hard for Hmongs, who are so strongly and religiously ancestor-
oriented, to live in huts which could not be constructed according to tradi-
tion. 
The custom of polygamy, which was a widespread phenomenon among the Hmong, 
became even more widespread as the war in Laos progressed and Hmong men died 
in the fighting. Traditionally, Hmong leaders would take on more than one 
wife to maintain stable relationships and political support from rival clans. 
Or the younger brother of a dead man would take on his b r o t h e r w i d o w as a 
second or third wife, so that the brother's children and property would re-
main in the household, and so that relationships with the widow's clan would 
be preserved. The war contributed to the spread of polygamy: there were 
many, many widows with children who needed support. 
The massive relocation affected opium production severely. As I said 
before, opium grows well only at high altitudes; it is also a difficult crop 
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requiring constant attendance and care. After 1960, the enemy occupied most 
of the suitable poppy-growing land, and it was almost impossible to grow 
poppies to any great extent in the areas where the Hmongs were relocated. 
In traditional Hmong society, opium had two uses. Its first was as a 
source of income. We used it to buy things like silver, fabric, cooking uten-
sils, shoes and thread from Chinese and Lao opium dealers who came from down-
town up into the hills to stay with us during the period when we collected 
latex from the poppies- We also used it to hire other ethnic groups to work 
for us. (Hmongs do not ordinarily hire other Hmongs to work for them; there 
is a strong tradition of helping one another, and as long as a household is 
able to help another household, it would like to do so without charging a 
fee. We feel that selling something to one's neighbor might destroy the 
relationship with him.) 
The other use of opium in traditional Hmong society was as a painkiller, 
especially among the elderly. (The use of opium among healthy young people 
is considered disgraceful.) We rarely had medicine, and customarily used 
opium to ease the pain of infections, malaria, headaches, fevers, toothaches 
and intestinal problems. 
In the areas where we relocated, the climate was too warm for poppies 
to grow well. Even if we were assured on planting seeds that we would still 
be there to harvest them, the poppies often wouldn't grow tall enough to give 
fruit. We used the opium that we did manage to collect for personal medicinal 
purposes. 
While the war, and'\he relocation of Hmongs, destroyed much of our tra-
ditional way of life, it also had the effect of uprooting us from our isola-
tion. It forced us^to leave our scattered, independent villages and group 
together for security. Such grouping allowed for the development of education 
that was impossible when we were scattered. 
Fifty years ago, no young Hmong went to school. Hmong children learned 
. orally from their parents or from the wise men in the village. Girls learned 
how to do household tasks, and were taught the folk songs and poems they 
recited while dating boys at New Year festivals. Boys were taught skills 
such as hunting, and also learned the ceremonial songs, prayers and blessings 
which are part of weddings and funerals. They were also urged to participate 
in discussions about divorce, robberies, adulteries, and so on, so that when 
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the time came they could function wisely as members of clan councils, or as 
householders. 
During the French colonial period, many Hmongs served in the French army, 
and were appointed as district chiefs. These Hmongs learned to speak French, 
so they could communicate with the French authorities in daily activities. 
Some learned to read and write in Lao, not through school but through friends 
or relatives. These Hmongs did not learn to read and write French because 
there was no one to teach them. 
When the Americans came to Laos in the early 60's to train the Hmongs 
in the guerrilla army, many young Hmongs were anxious to learn English. It 
was amazing to see numbers of Hmong soldiers and officers speaking English 
fluently by the end of the decade, although only a small group of them could 
write it. They could communicate very well with American military advisers 
and pilot crews; they were even able to speak English well enough to guide 
high-speed fighter-bombers to enemy locations through radio communication. 
It was in the relocation areas, though, that real progress in education 
was made. Wherever there was a large group of people, the Lao government 
wanted to build schools for the children. But the national and local govern-
ments, which had no money for education, could not provide school buildings 
or teachers for the children of the relocated Hmongs. 
The United States Agency for International Development gave us these. 
Everywhere in the northern provinces, Hmong people provided free labor in 
cutting down trees and sawing them into panels and posts; USAID gave tin roof-
ing sheets, chalk and blackboards, and helped to train teachers. 
These schools were elementary schools, which taught reading and writing 
in Lao and primary French. To provide teachers for these schools, a six-
months training program in pedagogy was established in 1964 by the Ministry 
of Education and coordinated by Moua Lia, the Hmong Primary School Inspector. 
The program was for young men and women who had graduated from elementary 
school. After they had completed the pedagogical training, they were sent 
to villages where school buildings and children were waiting. 
Some Hmongs that had finished elementary education went to Vientiane 
to continue their schooling, either at French high schools or at other equiv-
alent schools. Others went to the national Ecole Supirieure de P^dagogie, 
which was a national teacher training school, where every student lived on 
campus and received food, lodging and pocket money from the government. The 
Hmong young people that couldn't get in to these schools went to high schools 
which had been established in Sara Thong and Ban Nam Mo in the early sixties 
by a joint effort of the Ministry of Education and USAID. 
According to Hmong soldiers who had been captured by the Pathet Lao 
and had escaped back to our side, there was a parallel development of primary 
school education for Hmong people among the Pathet Lao. It is doubtful 
whether many of them continued high school, or went abroad for university 
studies, because the Pathet Lao put more emphasis on Communist indoctrination 
than on higher or technical education. Confirmed sources say, however, that 
the children of Faydang and his brother Lo Foung (The Hmong leaders on the 
Pathet Lao side) have been sent to study at Hanoi Univeristy. 
Another effect that the way had in bringing us more into the mainstream 
of modern life was in the development of trade. Traditionally, the Hmong 
household or village was self-sufficient. The head of the household made 
plans to grow and store enough rice to last the household, and enough corn to 
last the animals, for a year; this was necessary because the villages were 
usually too far from market centers to depend on them for replenishing the 
granaries. Actually, enough rice and corn to last fifteen months was planned. 
Once a new crop was harvested, the remainder of the old was set aside, to be 
shared from time to time with neighboring villages facing unexpected short-
ages, or to be used in a wedding feast or a funeral, which could last three 
days or more, and during which all the people who visited must be lodged and 
fed. (The guests for a wedding or funeral also typically brought rice to 
give to the host family, so that the family's stores were not depleted be-
fore the new crop was harvested.) 
So every household was expected to be self-sufficient throughout the 
year. It was considered shameful for a household to have to ask for help to 
get through the year. In emergencies, however, there was a strong tradition 
of mutual help; except for cattle, pigs, horses and other things of great 
value, goods and favors were freely exchanged. For this reason, commerce 
was not developed to any extent among the Hmongs until the war years. 
Starting in the early sixties, we were increasingly involved in fighting 
the war. Many of the men were drafted into the army to fight, and were 
correspondingly paid consistently. This source of money enabled us to start 
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small businesses, and for the first time we started trading with one another. 
(Before this source of cash, we used silver bars and coins for our trans-
actions, which were limited to the sale of high-priced items like opium and 
cattle; we did not use cash for little things like a cup of coffee, a bowl 
of noodles, or a dozen eggs.) The military payroll brought paper money into 
our hands, and made it easier for us to set up small coffee stands and noodle 
stands along the roadsides of the relocation towns. These small stands devel-
oped into food shops. 
As the war continued, and airplanes brought new commercial items into 
the area, more and more of us became traders, middlemen and brokers. Small 
shops selling fabric, shoes and ready-made clothing were established along 
with the food stands; a few merchants got together to start a small shopping 
center, at which the above items were sold as well as fresh meat and veg-
etables; Hmong owners of large herds of cattle made lots of money killing 
their animals and selling the meat to soldiers fighting in the field. For 
the majority of us, these enterprises replaced opium production as the major 
source of cash. Here is Yang Dao*s description of a Hmong market: 
"When we went in October 1969, there were already three daily 
markets to the south of the Plain of Jars, which operated from 
morning til night. The biggest was the one in Long Tieng, which 
every day drew more than 2,000 people, around 600 of them sellers -
men and women. Each day they slaughtered and sold 14 - 16 hogs, 
8 - 1 0 water buffaloes, and 1 - 2 oxen." (Translated from Les 
Hmongs du Laos Face au Developpement.) 
Another type of business which rapidly developed among us (many westerners 
have commented that we are fascinated with, and undaunted by, machinery) was 
the taxi business. Once a dirt road had been constructed to link the three 
major relocation towns of Sam Thong, Long Tieng, and Muong Cha, many people 
turned the jeeps which they had gotten through military channels into taxis. 
Many Hmong families combined their resources to buy jeeps for the same bus-
iness. In 1973, the road linking Long Tieng and Vientiane was built; the 
taxi service then expanded to transport passengers and goods to and from 
Vientiane and Luang Prabang and the relocation towns. Eighty percent of the 
taxis were owned by Hmongs. 
Although small businesses cropped up everywhere among the Hmongs, there 
wasn't enough money in them alone to support the households; agriculture was 
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still necessary. So the older members of the household, who were unable to 
work in the fields, would preside over the shop; the able-bodied men would 
join the array to earn additional cash; and the remaining members of the family 
- the women and children - would work in the fields. 
A few Hmongs specialized in raising only pigs and chickens. From a lack 
of technical skill, and from the high incidence of epidemics among the ani-
mals, these breeders found it difficult to get animals to market. In 1963, 
a new source of food was introduced into Hmong life in the shape of fish. 
Wherever there was a source of water, a fish pond would be dug, and stocked 
with carp, catfish or other kinds of fish. As fish are easier to care for 
than the domestic animals usually raised by the Hmongs, and as fish is a good 
substitute for meat, fish farming rapidly caught on. 
D. The Fall of the Royal Lao Government; 1972 - 1975 
A ceasefire agreement between the Pathet Lao and the Royal Lao Govern-
ment was. signed in Vientiane in February, 1972. This agreement paralyzed 
the activities of the Royal Lao Government troops, as the Pathet Lao troops 
advanced and occupied more territory. 
A year later, in 1973, an agreement for a coalition government was signed, 
and a joint political council was formed, headed by the Pathet Lao leader 
Prince Souphanouvong. Under the terms of the agreement, the Pathet Lao were 
allowed to bring soldiers and policemen into Vientiane and Louang Prabang, 
the Royal Lao capital. The Pathet Lao also pushed their troops forward 
beyond the ceasefire line into our territories. 
In April 1975, in parallel with events in Cambodia and Vietnam, the 
Pathet Lao consolidated their political and military power, and took the upper 
hand. There was no^bloodshed, but instead "a genteel sort of collapse." 
This collapse began early in May when the political and military strength 
of the Royal Lao Government ebbed swiftly in the face of Pathet Lao pressure. 
Two ministers resigned and went to Thailand. Another minister was killed 
by the Pathet Lao in Vientiane. The resignation of the defense minister, and 
his subsequent escape to Thailand, brought parallel resignations from several 
generals, including General Vang Pao. 
Vang Pao was concerned with evacuating not only his own family, but also 
those of his aide-de-camp and staffers, and the Hmong population in general. 
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From May 10th to May 14th, he airlifted about 1,000 from the military base 
at Long Tieng to the Nam Phong camp in Thailand; after that, it was impossible 
for planes to land, as the enemy had surrounded the area. The remaining tens 
of thousands scattered, working their way overland through the jungle to 
Vientiane and across the Mekong River into Thailand. 
Meanwhile in Vientiane the government was turned over to the Pathet Lao. 
In December, they proclaimed Laos the Lao People's Democratic Republic. 
Prince Souphanouvong was named President of the new republic, and Kaysone 
Phomviharn, a political and military strategist in the Pathet Lao, was named 
Prime Minister. 
The 600 year-old monarchy that had ruled Laos was abolished. King 
Sisavang Vatthana, who had just abdicated the throne, was appointed as "su-
preme adviser" to the president, at the latter's request. Crown Prince Tiao 
Vongsavang was appointed to one of the 45 member people's supreme assembly, 
nine seats of which were allocated to supporters of the Royal Lao Government. 
E. Fleeing into Thailand; 1975 -
According to U.S. State Department figures, there are now (August, 1978) 
about 55,000 Hmongs in the camps in Thailand. No one knows how many more 
drowned trying to swim across the Mekong, or how many died or were killed as 
they fled across Laos. Why should the Hmongs continue to escape Thailand, 
rather than live as citizens of the Lao People's Democratic Republic? It 
would seem that our cooperation with the Americans, and possibly our reputa-
tion as fighters, have made us a favorite target for North Vietnamese and 
Pathet Lao reprisals. Ogden Williams, a writer who recently visited the camps 
in Thailand, comments: 
"...the formal end of the war in 1975 did not halt the continuing 
decimation of the Hmong people. Communist mopping-up operations, 
which are still going on, are estimated by Vang Pao to have cost his 
people an additional 14,000 casualties from among the 90,000 Hmong 
who still resist subjugation. The question is often asked why the 
Hmong do not simply surrender, given the hopelessness of their 
situation. Hmong refugees now in Thailand consistently reply that 
surrender is not a real option for those Hmong who were associated 
with the Vang Pao forces and with the Americans. They insist that 
such people, branded as 'tools of the CIA' or "lackeys of American 
imperialism', are often shot out of hand, women and children included. 
In any case, confirmed information is available as to what happenjs 
to those surrendering Hmong who are not shot: they are taken away to 
'seminar' — the curious term used in Laos to describe the 're-
education' process — and then are sent to labor battalions from 
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which, since 1975, only a few escapees have ever returned. In 
this situation the Hmong resisters feel that surrender amounts 
to death sentence one way or the other, so only two real choices 
remain — to go on fighting with an ever-dwindling supply of arms 
and ammunition, or escape to Thailand," (From an article to be 
published in Washington, D.C.) 
A policy of suppression of the pro-American Hmongs seems to have been 
put into effect immediately after the collapse of the Royal Lao Government. 
In early May of 1975, when I was still in Long Tieng, I picked up a pamphlet 
that had been scattered through the streets; I read it quickly and passed 
it on, but remember one of the predictions it made: "With the war, the Hmongs 
stand; without the war, Hmongs die." 
According to the particulars of the policy, the fields and houses of any 
pro-American Hmong village were to be burned, the animals therein were to be 
slaughtered, and the people who lived there were to be chased down and killed. 
The policy was first carried out on a group of about 3,000 Hmongs at 
Muong Gnam, about 150 miles east of Vientiane. According to the Lao pilot who 
led the air operation (and who is now a refugee in France), the people in 
the village had fled into the surrounding jungle by the time troops arrived 
to burn the village and kill the animals; so thousands of rounds of napalm-
like rockets were fired to b u m down the jungle in which the people were 
hiding. 
There are many, many reports of similar reprisals. My wife's uncle, who 
spent three months with the Pathet Lao between May and September of 1975, 
personally told me about skirmishes between the Pathet Lao troops and a group 
of about 5,000 Hmongs who had hidden themselves in Phou Bia, the highest 
mountain in Laos. Mr. Williams' article reports that the same area was re-
peatedly attacked throughout the spring of 1978: 
"Overhead, Vietnamese MIG-21s and Laotian T-28s hit the Hmong 
villages with bombs, napalm and tear gas while artillery, both 
U.S. 105s and Soviet 130s, pounded Hmong positions manned by 
about 3,000 lightly armed tribesmen who were trying to protect 
55,000 unarmed villagers.... Survivors of the fighting say that 
the Hmong suffered more than 5,000 casualties in the Phu Bia 
fighting up to the end of May, and that 3,000 more have tried 
to flee to Thailand. Some 2,200 checked into Thai refugee 
camps between March 1 and May 1, and Thai police officials 
think that about 1,000 more have died during the long trek 
from Phu Bia to the Mekong River. Additional thousands who 
have retreated further into the mountains around Phu Bia face 
starvation. 
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Life for pro-American Hmongs in the towns is equally dangerous. News-
papers in Thailand, and foreign news services, report attacks on Hmong 
civilians by Pathet Lao troops. In June, 1975, for example, Pathet Lao sol-
diers threw explosives into various partitions of the market in Long Tieng, 
killing a man and two women; later in the month, a taxi in the Nam Yen River 
area was fired on, and one passenger was killed and five others wounded. And 
so on. 
Not picked up by news services are the daily deaths and disappearances 
of one or two people in a Hmong community. This frequent loss of people we 
knew, loved, and cooperated with, and not knowing who will die or disappear 
tomorrow, has made life unbearably insecure, and has made escape to Thailand 
the only possible alternative. 
Many householders swim along across the Mekong, intending to buy inner-
tubes and then return across the river to pick up their families. But with 
the new Thai policy in which escapees are interned until their status as 
refugees is determined, these householders often can't get back to their 
families for several weeks - and by that time, often, their families have 
been killed. 
Life is boring for us in the refugee camps. We are used to hard work, 
and in the camps there is nothing to do. All but a few of us are longing to 
be accepted by a third country, so we can start living and working again. 
Of the four countries - France, Australia, Canada and the United States -
that have taken Hmong refugees, the United States is our first choice. 
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THE HMONG OF NORTHERN LAOS 
- G, Linwood Barney 
[Dr. Barney, who is currently with the Alliance School of Theology and 
Missions in Nyack, New York, worked as a missionary among the Hmongs in 
Laos from 1950 to 1954. In addition to his missionary work with the 
Christian Missionary Alliance there, he collected the basic linguistic 
data upon which analyses of the sound system of Hmong—not to mention the 
alphabet for Hmong which is being used in the United States—have been 
based. 
This article, which is basically the second chapter of Barney's MA 
thesis written at the University of Minnesota in 1957, describes Hmong 
life and culture as of the early *50s, before it was seriously dis-
rupted by the war in Laos. The article has deliberately been left un-
updated, to give you an unhampered picture"of the life that the older 
Hmong refugees remember.] 
A. The People and the Area 
The Hmong people spread over the mountain areas of much of Southeast 
Asia. While estimates as to how many of them there are in an area vary 
widely, they seem to number about two and a half million in China, two 
hundred twenty thousand in North Vietnam, fifty thousand in Thailand, 
and fifty to five hundred thousand in Laos. 
The Hmong are in the process of drifting southward. Since they are 
such vast numbers and yet have no territory of their own, they have been in 
a state of unrest for centuries. Henri Roux and Tran Van Chu, who have fol-
lowed the development of Hmong history in Indochina, state: "It seems, if 
one can judge by the transformation which they [the Hmong] have carried to 
the terrain during the forty years that I have followed them, that their 
first migrations do not go beyond 120 to 140 years. Those who were already 
•village elders', srome of whom were over forty years of age, informed me 
that their fathers came from the extreme west of the Chinese province of 
'Sze-Tchouan', from the eastern slopes of the Himalayas."^ This would 
give credence to statements of the writer's Hmong friends that their ances-
tors first entered Xieng Khouang Province about a century ago. 
^ Roux, Henri and Tran Van Chu, "Quelques Minorites Ethniques du Nord Indo-
chine". France-Asie Vol. X (1954), p . 387. 
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Xieng Khouang Province is located in Northern Laos. The provincial 
capital which carries the same name is located about 193.5 degrees East 
of Greenwich and about 19 degrees north of the equator. The province is 
largely a plauteau of about 4,000 feet altitude sxirrounded by mountains 
which rise 1^000 to 5^000 feet above the plateau. 
In the article quoted above, Roux and Tran also state that an estimated 
30,000 Hmong lived in the eastern part of the Province of Xieng Khouang in 
1920. It is not surprising, therefore, that a recent estimate (1953) placed 
the number of Hmong in the entire province as 45,000. This estimate was 
given in conversation by the Laotian governor. 
In the Province of Xieng Khouang there is a general classification of 
the three major ethnic groups according to the topography: 
Lao. The Lao live principally in river valleys, where they carry on 
irrigated wet rice agriculture, In addition to this staple crop they grow 
tobacco, straw for making thatched roofs, and diverse minor crops. They 
know some crafts, such as pottery-making and weaving, but very few of their 
number approach the status of specialists. The Lao live in elevated bamboo 
or wooden houses with thatched roofs. A very few live in better houses with 
plastered walls and tile roofs. Those are usually government officials and 
merchants. 
The Lao are politically dominant in Laos, but maintain only a narrow 
margin of authority in Xieng Khouang. They are Buddhistic, and their strong 
adherence to their religion is a cohesive integrative force in their society. 
Most males spend some years in the "pagodas" in study. 
Khmu. The Khmu, who are located in the foothills, carry on both wet 
rice farming and mountain rice horticulture. They live in houses which 
resemble those of the Lao in style but which are generally of bamboo, and 
less durable. 
The Khmu are decidedly a political minority. They give little indi-
cation of attempting or desiring to attain political autonomy or political 
recognition. They have borrowed much from the Lao, but have not adopted 
Buddhism; they have a form of animism. 
Hmong. The Hmongs are usually located high on the flanks of the moun-
tains but just below the summit. Their culture is described in the rest 
of this article, but a few items are given at this point for comparison 
with the Lao and Khmu. 
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The Hmongs engage primarily in "slash and burn" agriculture, a term 
referring to the practice of clearing fields by cutting down the existent 
vegetation, then burning it to clear the area and provide fertilizer for 
the crops to be planted. The staple food of the Hmongs is dry mountain 
rice. Their homes of rough wooden boards are built on the ground• Corn 
and some vegetables are grown, but the Hmongs are particularly known for 
their cultivation of opium. 
The Hmongs appear to have maintained a higher degree of social and 
political solidarity than the Khmu. In the material culture, the Hmongs 
have retained their distinctive dress, are reluctant to use the local cur-
rency, and persist in their traditional habitat. In the abstract and sxib-
jective realm, the Hmongs continue in an acute consciousness of Hmong society 
and culture, and reflect this consciousness in their rigid refusal to adopt 
freely elements of Lao culture. 
Minor ethnic groups. With rare exceptions, the minor ethnic groups of 
the province are located in or near Xieng Khouang town. The town, with a 
population of about 1,500 people, serves as the administrative and commercial 
center for the province. Vietnamese artisans, Chinese traders, Indian cloth 
merchants, and representatives of Western cultures may be found in town. 
The western cultural influence is carried on by those who represent Western 
governments, serve as missionaries, operate the office of a commercial air-
line, and a few legionnaires who have settled in the area as ranchers or 
artisans. 
Since this article deals with the Hmongs who live in the general proxi-
mity of Xieng Khouang town, the writer feels it worthwhile to give just a 
brief description of the area. At the time he was there, the most prominent 
building in the town was a huge palatial structure which served as the res-
idence for the French Counselor. The Laotian governor, entitled "Chao 
IChoueng", lived in a large but less imposing home. These and a few other 
buildings were constructed of brick and tile. Such buildings belonged to 
officials, the French army, and a few local businessmen. Public buildings 
consisted of a school, a health clinic, office buildings for the govern-
ment, and the daily market pavilion. Only one street ran through the town, 
with the above-mentioned buildings and eight small shops being located along 
its sides. Back of these more prominent buildings, the general population 
lived in scattered clusters of homesteads. Some such clusters might be 
limited to a single ethnic group, while others might be inhabited by sev-
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eral groups. The dwellings were of any architecture and built of any combi-
nation of materials• One sensed that most of the inhabitants considered 
their residences to be only temporary. 
Only the eighth month festival and the daily market served as inte-
grating elements for the community in Xieng Khouang town. The school was 
limited in its enrollment, and the numerous religious groups precluded any 
cohesion along religious lines. 
Before the arrival of the writer in this area, a road had been main-
tained from the coast at Vinh, Vietnam, to the border of Thailand. This 
road passed through Xieng Khouang. Because of difficulties of maintenance 
during the Communist activities, this road was closed. Travel in and out 
of the province had to be by plane. A small airline operated the sturdy 
DC3 planes during the dry season, and a smaller bush plane during the rainy 
season. Communications were made either by letter or by the public wireless. 
These services followed a semblance of regularity, but were never certain. 
The rainy season served to isolate the area for the most part. Trails 
were slippery and dangerous, landslides were common, and air travel in-
frequent and dangerous. Often weeks would pass with no plane being able to 
land, but supplies and mail continued to come into the area by parachute. 
In sharp contrast, the dry season brought much activity in town and even to 
the remote parts of the province.- Fields were being cleared to be burned 
off later. Trails, roads, bridges, and buildings were repaired, and mer-
chants competed with one another to charter planes to bring in new stocks 
cuid to replenish their supplies. Prices would begin to drop as scarce 
items beccime plentiful and the rice was being harvested. Nevertheless, air 
freight charges made imported products two and three times higher than prices 
at the coast. People moved about, and the market became am exciting place 
with many new items appearing on the racks. Such was Xieng Khouang town 
around which lived the Hmong, Lao and Khmu in ever-widening arcs. Except 
for some small groups who had moved into temporary quarters close to town, 
the nearest Hmong village was an hour away by trail. Other villages which 
were five days away from Xieng Khouang still considered the town as their 
administrative and trading center. 
Xieng Khouang was also the home of a very important Hmong personage 
named Touby Lyfoung. He is singled out at this point because of his unique 
position. Touby was recognized by the French colonial government, and now 
is recognized by the independent Laotian government as the representative 
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of the Hmong population. He is highly respected by both the government 
and his own Hmong society. Touby and the provincial governor are compara-
tively young men and maintain a close relationship on both personal anci 
official levels. 
Touby has championed the Hmong people. While holding a position of 
influence with the administration, he also commands the respect, confidence 
and support of the Hmong. He is known throughout the entire area, and the 
Hmongs are quick to respond to requests made by him. 
Just how and when Touby attained this status is not known to the 
writer- He lives next to the Laotian governor, maintains a Hmong militia, 
and has been influential in having Hmong young people admitted to the public 
schools. During World War II and again diiring the Communist invasion of 
1953-1954, he was given a field station beside the French and Laotian com-
manders, and through his Hmong militia furnished the government forces with 
almost uncanny intelligence and "guerrilla" support. Perhaps the latter is 
a factor in his present role, both the French-Laotian administration and 
the Hmong people hated the Japanese and Communist forces. Touby helped to 
integrate the two groups in driving out these invaders. 
Today the government sees Touby as the representative of the Hmongs 
and the communicator between the administration and the Hmong people. The 
Hmong see Touby from the other side, as one who can influence the government 
-and communicate the "mind" of the Hmong to the government in an effective 
manner. Thus Touby appears to be the "connecting link" between the Laotian 
governmental organization and the Hmongs' indigenous political system which 
extends only to the district level. In effect, the various districts are 
now brought together in an office which they have not instituted but in 
which Touby has been installed, with power, by the government. He is in a 
position to bring pressure to bear on the government in behalf of the Hmongs, 
and likewise he is able to influence the Hmongs toward adherence to the 
government's programs. For the purposes of this article, the writer con-
siders Touby as the parimoxont chief of the Hmongs in Xieng Khouang Province. 
B. Hmong Social Organization 
It appears that a patrilineal clan system not only dominates Hmong social 
organization but also serves as a primary integrating factor in Hmong culture 
as a whole. (A patrilineal clan system is one in which the society is divided 
into social groups, or clans, and a child, at birth, automatically becomes a 
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member of the clan his or her father belongs to. There are about twenty clans 
in all Hmong society.) ' The clan system fainctions in a cohesive manner to 
interrelate the social, political, economic, and religious aspects of Hmong 
culture. 
The household is the basic unit in the Hmong social structure. The term 
"household" must be treated somewhat loosely, since it need not refer only to 
those who live in one house. Rather, it includes those persons who are under 
the authority of the householder. This means that a man's (householder's) 
household will consist of his wife or wives, his children, their wives and 
children, and possibly children in the next generation. In addition, the 
household may have a few relatives who are too feeble, either physically or 
mentally, to maintain normal responsibilities, and are dependent upon their 
relatives in this particular household. 
Members of a household always carry their clan name in addition to their 
given names. The clan names generally find their origin in mythology. Com-
plete strangers who are unable to discover any common ancestry but who have 
the same clan name consider each other to be "clan brothers" and consequently 
observe any formalities or behavior which are therefore incumbent on them. 
Members of the same clan refer to one another in a common term, ku tyo 
kue ti, 'my youngers and olders'. In the household the members call each 
other by specific terms which designate the actual relationship of the in-
dividual to any other members of the household.^ Thus even in everyday 
speech language serves to reinforce the traditional social structure in the 
minds of the Hmongs and implicitly indoctrinates the children in the same. 
The numberical factor determines the actual domicile of the members of 
a household. One may observe as many as thirty-five people living under one 
roof. Frequently a married son may erect a house close to his father's 
home into which he moves after a child is born. This would not be considered 
a new household in the sense that the term is used in this paper. 
The household as a unit serves to train the children. Although children 
are basically the responsibility of their immediate parents, it appears that 
everyone in the household takes a part in the informal education and train-
ing of a younger person. Corrections may be made by elders without incur-
ring the bad will of the pfiirents. One never observes corporal punishment 
of children, but deep respect and obedience to parents and elders are char-
^ For a list oZ particular terms, see the National Indochinese Clearinghouse's 
General Information 'Series #15, "The Hmong Language: Sentences, Phrases . 
and Words." 
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acteristic of the Hmongs. 
The Hmongs place high value on old age. In their conception, anyone of 
old age should have respect. This is reflected in the titles by which people 
of older generations are customarily addressed. These titles may be applied 
to younger people who have attained special status and deserve this sort of 
respect. The Hmongs train their young people to be self-reliant, and they 
admire a strong individualistic spirit. A stranger is impressed by the 
manners and poise that a young Hmong boy will demonstrate when he is alone. 
Among his elders, he is. just one of a group in the presence of the respected 
elders. 
Within a household a young man may disagree with his father only in the 
mildest terms, although he may oppose him strongly. As a man assumes family 
responsibilities, he may become increasingly self-assertive, but should al-
ways pay deference to his aging father. The women are recognized as posses-
sing authority over the children, but in all family considerations the father's 
word is final authority. Yet should a father be the son of a householder, 
he is expected to acquiesce to the will of the householder. 
In a Hmong village one may find from one to forty houses. The average 
village has about eight houses. A village may have but one household, in 
which case the householder has the status of authority. Often there may be 
several households in a village, in which case the eldest householder usually 
f\inctions as village head. Furthermore, some large villages have more than 
one clan represented. In this latter case, some complications appear in the 
pattern. This will be more fully discussed under "Political Organization". 
While a distinct unit in the social organization, the household operates 
in a sphere which is largely defined by the patrilinear clan system. This 
is illustrated in the concepts of marriage and the events leading to it. 
The practice of exogamous marriage—marriage outside one's clan—is 
part of the customary law. In keeping with the principle that no one should 
marry a person of his own clan, a modified brother-sister taboo is observed 
between members of the opposite sex when they are of the same clan. There-
fore, it is improper for a young man to manifest frivolity with a girl bear-
ing his clan name. 
After puberty a young man may attempt to gain the attention of a girl 
of his liking. Of course she must be from a different clan. Acquaintance 
is often made and developed at such events as the New Year Festival ^oer^oiT. 
A village usually invites villages of another clan to come fa^ r f^tivities. 
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which include games, contests, visiting, ctnd feasting. The village is likely 
to receive a reciprocal invitation before the five-day period is ended. 
At such times everyone comes in his or her best clothing, along with all 
the silver ornaments that can be accumulated. Girls proudly wear their 
colorful skirts as a display of their ability to sew and embroider. The 
young men demonstrate their prowess with horses and in contests. The playing 
of various musical instruments and the constant serenades add to the atmos-
phere of the occasion. 
A handball game is always in order. Lines of young men form opposite 
lines of young women. Partners, each from different clan, stand facing each 
other. The girl produces a ball which she has made from wads of cloth. This 
is tossed back and forth with her partner. Serenading accompanies the tossing 
of the ball, and may continue for hours at a time. Traditionally, scores are 
kept of all dropped balls with each error being penalized, whereby the guilty 
party must discard one garment, as in strip poker. The writer never observed 
this practice in either Christian or non-Christian villages, but he noted 
other penalties being paid, such as gifts or "dates" for the evening. How-
ever, flirting would be a mild term to use for the boy-girl relationship 
during such festival seasons. The writer has been told by his Hmong friends 
that sex-play is quite free during the evening hours.^ 
If the relationship between a boy and a girl develops into a serious 
interest in each other, the boy finds excuses to visit the girl's village. 
Trial marriage, a normal practice among the Hmongs, is carried on with a sem-
blance of disapproval by the girl's parents. It is customary for a girl who 
has attained puberty to sleep on a platform apart from the rest of the family. 
The young suitor may be expected to visit her during the night, but must 
come and go surreptitiously while the rest of the family is asleep. If the 
young girl responds favor2±>ly to the young man's advances, the romance should 
end in marriage. 
However, marriage can only be realized after considerable maneuvering. 
The young man must secure a "go-between", usually an elder brother or paternal 
Yang See comments: Although—as in any society—boys and girls always find 
ways to have sex, pre-marital sex-play is closely controlled and disliked 
by parents. Hmong custom has it that a virgin bride is a better asset to 
her husband, his household and his clan than one who is not a virgin. A 
girl who has lost her virginity will find it difficult to find a husband, 
unless she becomes a man's second or third wife. A girl who becomes preg-
nant before she marries is considered a disgrace to her family; she either 
commits suicide before the pregnancy shows, or her family marries her off 
to anyone who will have her, to preserve their reputation. 
- 2 6 -
uncle, who will carry on all negotiations with the girl's parents concerning 
the young man's intentions. Several developments may ^ccur. 
The girl's parents may insist that the marriage be postponed. The girl 
might, for example, have an elder unmarried sister, and her marriage would 
be somewhat of an insult to that sister. (The boy's matchmakers might per-
sist, and persuade the girl's parents to allow her to marry; this persuasion 
is accompanied by a pledge to pay a penalty, called qhue hau tyau or 'knee 
bandage', for the disrespect shown to the elder sister.) Or the girl's 
parents might consider her too valuable to part with on such short notice, 
and insist that she is needed at home for another year until the smaller 
children are older. 
If a settlement cannot be reached and the young couple are extremely 
interested^in becoming married, they may resort to an elopement. In such 
a case, settlements and adjustments must be made later and often involve a 
decision being made by a panel of neutrals. 
If the mediary for the young man is successful in arranging a satis-
factory amount of bride-wealth with the pcurents of the girl, and there are 
no other objections, marriage is guaranteed, and marriage formalities may 
be carried out without delay. 
Once the marriage is approved, the boy's matchmakers give the bride-
wealth to the girl's matchmakers for delivery to her parents. They the 
boy's delegation buys the biggest gelded pig in the village to feast the 
girl's household with. On the same day, the girl's representatives have 
to find a pig to match the size of the one killed by the boy's representa-
tives. Once the boy's feast is over, the girl's feast is expected to be 
ready and served immediately afterward because the matchmakers of both 
sides have much of the marriage ceremony to perform during the two consecu-
tive meals. 
These formalities are the official announcement and legal evidence 
for the marriage of the yo\ing couple. At the same time, they serve to 
encourage close relationships between the two households involved, and to 
some measure between the two clams. 
Marriage has very important effects on the girl's relationship with 
her parents. In theory, she leaves her father's family, household and 
1 
clan (although she does not take on the name of her husband's clan); she 
becomes fully identified with the family of her husband. Should he die, 
she is responsible to the family of her husband. She has no demands what-
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soever on her own father's family. In actual practice she may visit her 
home frec[uently, cuid even continue close relations with her family. After 
all, there may be other marriages being planned between the two clans or 
even between the two households. However, the wife never benefits from any 
inheritance in her original family. 
Having more than one wife is a common custom among the Hmong, but is 
usually a result of the levirate, which is the practice whereby a man's 
widow automatically becomes the wife of his brother. One case in which a 
man married sisters was observed by the writer. Wealthy men may be able 
to have several wives. One of them is considered the more important "big 
wife", and directs the activities of the other wives in the matter of house-
hold duties. All wives live together under the same roof, and usually share 
the same sleeping area. They give no appearance of emotional complexes. 
Divorce is possible, but not frequent. The Hmongs frown upon a young 
man who "runs around" promiscuously in the guise of trying to find a wife. 
Likewise, the Hmongs dislike divorce, and attempt in every way to avoid it. 
The writer was invited to sit on a panel which was to hear the complaints 
between a young wife and her husband. The panel consisted of the house-
holder from the young man's household, the householder from the wife's 
former household, and the district chief in whose district the two house-
holds were located. The writer was invited to sit on the panel since the 
involved groups were Christians. Both the young wife and the young husband 
were permitted to voice their complaints and counter-complaints. Then the 
panel discussed the situation. The district chief.finally summarized the 
discussion of the panel in strong terms of advice to the young couple. The 
advice was heeded, and divorce was avoided. This is the general procedure 
in such controversies, and it helps to maintain the stability of a marriage. 
It would seem that the patrilinear clan system of the Hmongs serves to 
solidify the marriage and at the same time uses marriage to integrate the 
clans. Good marital relationships are conducive to good clan relationships, 
which in turn are conducive to further marriages between the clans. The 
reciprocal element in the festivals, in the marriage feasts, and in finding 
marriage partners is a strong cohesive factor in inter-clan relationships. 
The patrilinear clan system must be considered most important to the soli-
darity of the Hmong social organization. 
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C. Hmong Political Organization 
It is difficult to determine the full scope of the traditional Hmong 
political system by observing the people in Xieng Khouang Province. From 
the history of the Hmongs it appears that they possessed a strong and 
organized kingdom at some time before they entered Laos. 
Today the Hmongs are under the authority of an independent Laotian 
government. Until recently, they were under the French in an "indirect 
rule" form of administration; this rule was preceded by Japanese occupation 
troops during World War II, and before that by the rigid "old colonial" 
French authority. In spite of this confusion at the summit of administration, 
the Hmongs appear only mildly disturbed, and continue with a local political 
system which seems close to indigenous forms. 
The patrilinear clan system with its household unit is an integral 
factor in the Hmong system of authority. On the level of the household, 
the Hmongs' social and political systems find root in common soil. Thus 
in describing the household it seems that one is actually describing the 
foundations for both Hmong social organization and Hmong political structure. 
Political authority appears to involve the Hmong concept of respect for 
elders. A child is responsible to his father. If he is not a householder, 
a father is responsible for his family to the householder, who is usually 
his father, grandfather, or an elder brother. The householder apparently 
holds an ascribed status of authority which extends over the members of his 
household. In the smaller father-mother-children family units which make 
up the household, the parents must answer to the householder for the be-
havior of their children. This does not prevent any older person from 
assisting in the training of any child, as has already been indicated. 
The householder has the final authority in matters of the household. 
Such authority is not of a dictatorial nature, but reflects the householder's 
considered opinion after discussion with the adult men under his authority. 
It appears that that degree of authority which the householder holds over 
his children and his children's children may vary with the proximity of 
these offspring. The writer illustrates with three examples. 
(1) Zon Tsho with his wife and child left the village of his father, 
and settled several days away in the Xieng Khouang town area. He did not 
appear to incur any disapproval from the Hmongs in either area. They con-
sidered that he had established a new household. 
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(2) Ba Si and his wife lived with his parents in their house. His 
father, the householder, was addicted to opium, and contributed a minimum 
of effort in providing for the household. This may have been a factor in 
Ba Si's defection from traditional Hmong behavior. Much to his father's 
disapproval, he frequently procured odd jobs for cash income instead of 
assisting his father in the houehold's rice fields. Although the writer 
feels that the father was quite incapable of adequately administering his 
household, the general attitude of the Hmongs was one of criticism toward 
Ba Si for his lack of respect and deference to his father. A few criticisms 
were leveled toward his father for not having properly trained Ba Si to con-
form to the Hmong pattern of authority, 
C3) Ntrua, an adolescent, worked for the writer. He lived in Xieng 
Khouang town, which was about four hours from his home. His father came 
periodically to receive Ntrua's wages. In turn he gave his son some money 
for necessary purchases, such as rice and other items for his livelihood. 
Thus, although he was some distance from his father, Ntrua was clearly 
under the authority of the father. This was probably due to several factors: 
the proximity of the town, his youth, and the temporary situation in his 
employment. 
However, it would seem that the authority of the householder is not 
cJDSolute, but may be modified under certain conditions, Ntrua submitted 
to his father's will without any question or sign or reluctance. Ba Si 
incurred public disfavor because of his lack of parental respect. Zon Tsho 
was considered to be following proper procedure in establishing a new house-
hold. He was not without a superior authority, since he was still subject 
to the district chief and also was under the sanctions of his clan. 
A village chief is a householder. In a village of one household, the 
selection of the chief is automatic. In a village of more than one house-
hold, the eldest householder is customarily the village chief. The writer 
has observed exceptions to this, but cannot explain such unless it would 
be in recognition of military honors which the individual has received 
from the government. 
On the village level this chief functions between households in much 
the same manner as the householder does between members of a household. 
The village has a good measure of autonomy. Therefore the village chief is 
more than just a representative of the village; he is an honored leader on 
the local scene. He holds a place of prestige at the local festivals, is 
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the judge in inter-household disputes, and is expected to administer to the 
good of the community. He is responsible for the maintenance of the trails, 
for opening new ones, and for moving operations should the entire village 
move to a new location. He has authority in emergencies. During the Com-
munist occupation, he was responsible for the evacuation of his village and 
its defense. Even as the householder in the household, so the chief in his 
village is not a dictator but with the counsel of other householders he serves 
to make the community a cooperative unit. Occasionally some family may feel 
abused, and move to take up residence in another area, thus forming a new 
household. This meams some hardship until such time as they are able to 
gain an adequate subsistence in the new location. 
When a village consists of more than one clan, problems of harmony are 
more common. The writer is unaware as to just how these villages developed 
in this manner. Apparently the government recognizes one chief for such a 
village, while the local population generally considers two men to be chiefs. 
The eldest householder of each clan is recognized by his clansmen as their 
village chief- This is an ascribed status from the Hmong viewpoint. In 
most local affairs there appears to be harmony, but difficulty arises and 
tensions develop when outside or upper level authority attempts to enforce 
certain measures through only one of the chiefs. Strong feelings may result 
in the loss of cooperation between the clans. The writer observed one case 
which resulted in the minority clan group moving to a new site only five 
minutes away. Subsequently, the two groups regained friendly relationships, 
but remained apart. 
Above the rank of village chief is a district chief. He may have as 
many as forty villages under his supervision. It may be at this point that 
the resemblance with the traditional political organization of the Hmongs 
begins to break down. The district chief is appointed by the "paramount 
chief", Touby, in conjunction with the Laotian governor of the province. 
It seems that Touby attempts to conform to a semblance of what may have been 
the former Hmong pattern in that the district chief is usually a village 
chief and is selected from the clan which is predominant in the district» 
The district chief is primarily the communicator between the village and 
the high office. The district chief is often called to settle disputes 
between villages or members of different villages. For example, he sat on 
the panel to listen to the case of the young married couple mentioned above. 
The husband and wife had been from different villages, and the parents of 
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each desired the district chief to attend. 
The Hmongs are desirous of settling disputes at the lowest level of 
authority. Thus, inter-family disputes would be settled within the house-
hold, inter-household within the village, inter-village disputes within 
the district, and inter-district within the sphere of Touby's authority. 
This does not mean that such disputes had to be between mass groups, but 
might be between individuals from within these unit categories. Seldom 
do disputes between Hmongs go beyond Touby. In cases involving the Hmongs 
with members of another ethnic group, Touby served as counsel for the Hmongs. 
He has proved himself most influential in this respect before both the Lao-
tian and French officials. 
The economic returns of the political offices are significant but not 
sufficient to support fully the man and his family. The village chief 
receives gifts from the villagers, but these do not appear as payment to 
any overt obligation but rather to assist him in the hospitality he is ex-
pected to show to all travelers. Both the village chief and the district 
chief are supposed to re'ceive a small commission on all taxes and fees col-
lected. Fees may be gathered for marriage and birth certificates. Fees and 
taxes have been exacted of the Hmongs only in recent years. Their cooperation 
in this program is increasing. 
The writer considers the village to be the extent in which the indigen-
ous Hmong political system operates today. The district level seems to be 
a transition zone which might be likened to a bridge which is anchored on 
one side in the traditional Hmong system on the village level, with the other 
side being firmly entrenched in the national government complex. It seems 
that Touby is a major factor in the maintenance of this relationship. It is 
important to observe that the houshold is not seriously affected in this 
situation, and even as it continues to function as the basic unit in the 
Hmong social structure, so it also serves as a strong integrative force in 
the Hmong political organization. 
A brief word may be given to indicate the Laotian plan of adopting a 
policy to incorporate all ethnic groups into their political system. Some 
years back, any individual residing in Laos who could not give sufficient 
evidence that he was a citizen of another nation was made a citizen of Laos. 
He was made responsible for taxes, military service, and conformance to 
Laotian law. Enforcement of these rulings, with all the implications in-
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volved, has been gradually developed. The various ethnic groups are gradually 
being introduced to the political system both as it concerns their responsi-
bilities and as it concerns their privileges. Taxes are collected by cash 
payment or contributed labor. The Hmongs send representatives to the national 
assembly, as do the other ethnic groups. 
As yet one is not sure whether this is an honest attempt to have these 
peoples fully represented in the federal government or whether it is a stop-
gap measure to stem the apparent nationalistic tendencies of the Hmongs. 
The honor and prestige given to Touby and other Hmong leaders, the educational 
facilities being offered to the Hmongs on an increasing scale, and the other 
benefits now available would indicate the former motive." A firm ruling 
against the Hmongs' having their language in written form might indicate the 
latter motive. At any rate, the political system appears to be in a process 
of change, and the influence of French domination is decreasing. None of 
this seems to have seriously affected the indigenous Hmong form of authority 
on the local village level. 
D. Hmong Economy 
The role of the household in the Hmong social and political structure 
is reflected and illustrated in the Hmong economy. The division of labor 
is clearly related to the social and political patterns. Subsistence, 
land tenure, property right, inheritance, and the economic factors relating 
to marriage and religious rites are all tied into the socio-political as-
pects of the household. 
Rice is the basic food staple for the Hmong population in Xieng Khouang. 
Its production requires the full cooperation of the entire household, and 
is supervised by the householder. A regular annual cycle is followed in 
this rice economy. 
Planting is carried out at the beginning of the rainy season in late 
April and May. The work may be done by any members of the family. During 
the rainy season, some cultivation is done, but generally the rice stalks 
must fight their own battle with the weeds. 
In late October, at the close of the rainy season, the grain ripens 
quickly and everyone joins in the harvest. Temporary shelters are erected 
on the field, since it must be watched until the harvest is completed, and 
the rice is safely stored in the village. Hand sickles are used in cutting 
the rice stalks which are gathered into large stacks right on the field. 
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This is done in urgent haste for fear of losing the over-ripened grain. 
The stalks are then flailed and the grain is stored in huge carrying 
baskets. This work is the main concern of the women. Transportation of 
the rice to the village may be by human carrier or pack horse. A rice 
field may be as far as a full day's travel from the village. While the 
flailing is being done by the women^ the men prepare granaries to receive 
the rice. Some are built on strong platforms outside the house, while 
smaller ones may be erected inside the dwelling. These granaries are usually 
made of tightly woven bamboo. 
During this entire harvesting process every member of the household is 
involved in the cooperative effort. Feeble elders watch the infants and 
prepare meals for everyone. Young boys may be seen leading the pack horses 
laden with grain. Young girls assist their sex in flailing the rice stalks, 
gathering rice into the baskets/ and performing other chores. 
Assured that the harvesting process can be successfully completed, a 
selected few of the stronger men may actually commence the task of clearing 
new ground for next year's planting. In the "slash and burn" technique for 
clearing the field, the heavy vegetation and trees are cut down early in 
the dry season to give the sun as much time as possible to carry out the 
drying process before burning time in March. When the rice harvest is com-
plete, the men are joined by others of the household who methodically go 
through the site of the new field and cut down all vegetation. 
By March the area should be dry enough to burn and is set afire. After 
the field has cooled, the entire family sets about clearning the debris, 
allowing only boulders and tree stumps to remain. The soil is loosened as 
much as possible after the first rainy days, followed by the planting of 
the rice, and thus the cycle is continued. Ideally, new ground is cleared 
each year, and some poorer soil is permitted to lie fallow. A field may be 
used for three or four successive years. 
Potatoes, corn, squash, and other minor food crops are grown by the 
Hmongs, but play a small part in the economy. Potatoes are sometimes sold 
to Westerners, but are most commonly used as fertilizer in the opium field. 
C o m and squash are used to feed the livestock unless the rice harvest is 
very slight. 
Another important but non-edible crop is the op^ium poppy. Every house-
hold has its opium field. The men erect a woven bamboo fence around a plot 
of ground near their village. As just mentioned, potatoes are used as ferti-
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lizer, and the soil must be carefully prepared. The opium harvest requires 
much skill and care. Most of the entire process is carried on by the women. 
Opium is the main source of cash revenue for the Hmongs. In fact^ it 
often serves as a medium of exchange. The first missionaries in the area 
were quite shocked to find carefully wrapped "globs" of opium in the offer-
ing at church. Embree writes: 
"Supposedly the production of opium is controlled by 
the French authorities, but both they and others are 
of the opinion that much illicit trade in opium does 
not take place. Some of this doxobtless goes to Siam 
in payment for manufactured goods from England and the 
United States. 
At the time of this writer's field work, Xieng Khouang was the only 
province in all of Indochina where the government officially permitted the 
cultivation of the opium poppy. The French administrator told the writer 
that an estimated 60 per cent of the men in Xieng Khouang Province were 
addicted to opixim. Its great worth and economy of transport make opium 
of unique value to the PImongs. One kilo of opium is worth one-half ton 
of rice. It is used as barter in the Xieng Khouang daily market as well as 
in district markets and in the villages. Obviously opium plays a major role 
in the Hmong economy. 
Flax is probably less important today than in early Hmong history. 
Chinese merchants trade yard goods for opium. Yet one still sees the women 
spinning the flax on their thighs and storing it in large balls. It is later 
woven into long lengths of cloth, and through a mixture of techniques, in-
cluding cire perdu and dyes, becomes designed materials for the typical 
Hmong skirt. The hem of the skirt is beautifully embroidered in cross-stitch 
with silk threads. Pleats are sewn in by hand and a beautiful skirt is formed, 
being approximately twenty feet wide at the hem. 
Livestock plays a very important part in the Hmong economy. Poultry, 
goats, pigs, buffalo, and cattle are found in most villages. They are used 
for meat in the household and as cash income at the market. The Hmongs are 
considered adept in their care of animals. This is confirmed by comparing 
their livestock with those of other ethnic groups including the European 
ranchers. 
4 
Embree, John. "A Vist to Laos, French Indochina". Journal of the Washing-
ton Academy of Science, Vol. 39 (1949), p. 155. 
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Little milk is produced by the cattle. Goat's milk is occasionally 
used, but goats are more commonly raised for sacrifice. Poultry are used 
for meat, and serve as the most common sacrifice in cases of sickness. 
Eggs are eaten only occasionally. Other meat-supplying animals may be 
used for sacrifice if severe illness requires it. A cow would be the last 
and most expensive sacrifice. 
For the Hmongs, a horse serves very practical purposes both for trav-
eling cind for transport of material. They are well groomed, fed, and splen-
didly trained. Hmong horses demonstrate amazing sure-footedness and endurance 
on the steep and rugged trails of Laos. They will generally bring a better 
price than the average oriental horse. 
Every household has at least one horse, and more often will possess 
several. The horse appears to have prestige value in addition to economic 
worth. The horse, owned by the household, is under the supervision of the 
householder. It seems that a member may consider the horse to be his, but 
in actuality he means that it is his to use and that he is responsible for 
its care. 
The writer has previously mentioned two young married men, Zon Tsho and 
Ba Si. Both of these young men purchased horses. Hmong public opinion 
again was evident and was consistent with its previous expression. It was 
perfectly legitimate for Zon Tsho to own a horse, since he had established 
a new household a long distance from his parents. Ba Si was again out of 
order in considering his purchased horse as his own, since it belonged to 
his father, the householder, in accordance with recognized Hmong political, 
economic and social sanctions. 
The Hmong house is made entirely of wood. Beams, boards cind shingles 
are hewn out by axe. Inside the structure, a sleeping platform is erected, 
and may or may not be enclosed. There are no windows, but there are plenty 
of cracks and also two doors. Two fireplaces are found in every house. One 
is for cooking, and the other forms a center for all social gatherings. One 
area of the wall space, which faces the main door and is double-paneled, is 
reserved for a shrine or altar for the spirits, or tlan. 
Every household has at least one rice pounder, a rather clumsy but 
effective device for knocking the hulls off the rice. One c o m mill of ro-
tating stone grinders is also the common property of a household. This 
particular item is not found among other ethnic groups in Laos. 
Tools, saddles, cross-bows, Hmong-made flintlock guns, musical instruments^ 
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and the vario\as items needed for food preparation make up most of the ma-
terial goods which one finds in all Hmong households. Wealth is tied up in 
livestock, opium, and silver. The Hmongs use solid silver in bars for trade 
and in other pieces for ornaments. If one travels a day from Xieng Khouang, 
he will find it difficult to do any buying with the Laotian paper currency. 
He should carry old silver coins issued before World War II. 
In addition to the implication of division of labor which has been 
given above, it should be noted that the women are responsible for the prep-
aration and serving of food. This includes the pounding or grinding of 
the grain, the winnowing, and the cooking. The women carry all the water. 
Young men have one special function in food preparation. They pour 
steamed sticky rice into wooden troughs during festivals, and beat this 
into a pulp. Then they make patties of it, wrap the patties in banana 
leaves, and roast them to make what the Hmongs call their greatest delicacy. 
Firewood is brought in by the boys, although the older men assist them 
from time to time in felling trees and cutting the wood into lengths for 
carrying. 
The men build and repair buildings and fences. They care for the live-
stock. Clearing the fields is mainly their responsibility as well. Spec-
ialists serve as silversmiths and gunsmiths. However, this does not pro-
vide them with enough income to refrain from the regular work cycle in pro-
duction of the rice staple. They work during their spare time to produce 
orders for their customers, and are usually provided with materials and paid 
for their labor. 
Land is owned and used by the ones who have cleared it. Usually a 
Hmong household will have three or four rice fields and one to three opium 
fields in production. This varies with the size of household, number of 
families, wives, and children. A married son may start work on a field of 
his own, if he can carry on without upsetting the distribution of labor in 
the household interests. 
Married daughters receive no inheritance from their father's estate. 
Household property is under the supervision of the householder. Upon his 
death, the property is really not inherited, since it still belongs to the 
household. The property now comes under the supervision of the new house-
holder, who may be a younger brother or the eldest son of the deceased. 
In the event of the death of a husband in the household, the wife has 
the use of the materials which he had "possessed". Unless she is quite 
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elderly^ she is very apt to become the second wife of her husband's brother. 
Upon her death, the material she had from her first husband is re-distributed 
within the household. 
In marriage, the bride-wealth is supposedly the responsibility of the 
groom's parents. The entire household may assist them in procuring the 
needed amount, but this help is apparently J.eft to the discretion of the 
householder. It may be conditioned by the latter's evaluation of the mar-
riage and also the manner in which the young man has participated in the 
task of providing for the household.^ 
In the actual marriage rites the practice of reciprocal feasts and 
gifts by the two households are always involved. Such procedures are car-
ried out by the household as a whole, and the entire unit therefore carries 
the economic obligations which are involved. This all serves to integrate 
the young man more firmly into his household, to make firmer ties between 
the households and the clans, and to legalize the marriage. 
In religious rites, taxes, and funeral expenses, the entire household 
again carries the financial responsibilities as a unit. Thus again, in the 
economic sphere, one observes the integral part played by the household in 
relating this aspect of Hmong life to the social and political spheres. In 
actuality it is impossible to segregate clearly one aspect from either of 
the others, because they are so tightly interwoven on the household level. 
E. Hmong Folklore and Beliefs 
Hmong folklore which carries the history of the Hmongs is of a vocabu-
lary little used in the current vernacular. Either the forms have passed 
out of use or reflect contact wtih the Chinese. It is given orally in 
couplet form, and can be recited for days by the few old men who still 
remember it. Their history contains certain ancestral heroes who are sup-
posed to have taken on pseudo-spirit qualities and continue to aid the Hmongs 
today. Certain other cuicestral spirits became jealous, and continue today 
their attempts to thwart the benevolent spirits or tlan, as the Hmongs call 
these spirit phenomena. 
Yang See comments: Customarily, unmarried brothers and sons of the house-
holder cannot accumulate wealth and lay it aside for their future personal 
use. They work and earn wealth for the household, which the householder 
keeps in a single account. The householder, however, is responsible for 
laying the foundation for marriages in his household, and for seeing to it 
that a man and his bride have what they need to start and continue a suc-
cessful marriage. 
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The folklore gives accounts of a first creation, a universal flood 
with two survivors in a barrel, and a great series of conflicts and ex-
ploits leading to the clan "fathers". Apparently these are vaguely iden-
tified with the present clans. 
(The writer's actual knowledge of Hmong folklore is limited. Few Hmongs 
actually knew the entire folklore. Pages of text were collected, but the 
evacuation of Xieng Khouang took place before hardly any translation of the 
text had been made. The extremely rare vocabulary defies translation now.) 
Many stories are attributed to the mythology. They usually revolve 
around two brothers, one of whom is rather stupid but strong, and the other 
who is a cunning trickster. These two are usually involved in conflict with 
malevolent tlan who are intent on harming the Hmongs. 
In just what manner one might relate the folklore to present-day beliefs 
and Hmong culture is difficult to determine. It appears that the Hmong clan 
system is tied in with the folklore both as far as origin is concerned and 
as far as internal organization is concerned. It seems that the relationships 
between personages in the folklore pattern are consistent with the household 
and clan complex described in this article. 
Present-day beliefs among the Hmong are vague and inconsistent concern-
ing life after death and the spirit realm. There is a concept that after 
death the soul remains in the house and inhabits the next child of the family. 
Some deny this concept^ and believe that the soul goes to dwell in the land 
of the tlan. At the time of death, the dead person is traditionally given 
a seat of honor in his house, where he remains several days before burial. 
Feasts are conducted in his honor, the txi txhia tso, or funeral leader, has 
special rites with the tlan world in behalf of the deceased, and many dirges 
are chanted. These are normally sung by young men who learned them from the 
txi txhia tso. After the proper period of time, the body is buried outside 
the village. 
A dead person is laid in the house for an average of three days. But 
prominent elders in the village, or village or district chiefs^ will remain 
longer in the house, because more oxen and buffalos will be killed in their 
honor to feast the people who come to see them from afar. The burial day 
for a prominent person is a holiday for the entire village; everyone therein 
puts on his best clothes, and all go out to enjoy the last day on earth of 
a beloved man. 
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Hmongs believe that for thirteen days after the burial^ the soul of the 
deceased is changing from a human state to a spiritual or divine state. This 
lapse of time is called i chu, and after it the soul is invited to join the 
ancestral divinity residing in the household, A year later, at the anniver-
sary of the death, the soul of the deceased is officially established as a 
protective divinity among other ancestral souls in a special ceremony and 
feast called cho pli, or 'soul release*. 
From time to time, a Hmong household will observe a kind of interdict 
or taboo time, during which the doors are shut, and no one is allowed to 
leave or enter until the time is over. This interdict may last one or sev-
eral days. A friend who has traveled days to visit the household must find 
lodging elsewhere \intil the taboo period is over. Friends of the writer re-
ported that they never saw or heard anything during this period, but knew 
that they should all be gathered in one house. 
The head of a household will decide to observe this interdict for any 
of a number of reasons. A household member might have seen a bad sign, such 
as a snake entering the house, a dog climbing on the roof of a house, or a 
snake swallowing another snake; or two or three members of the household 
might have fallen sick at the same time. These are signs that mean that the 
household is surrounded by sickness and death can occur to a household mem-
ber if he or she goes outside and catches the sickness. The householder, 
in consultation with the txi neng or shaman, decides to keep members of his 
family inside the house for a period of one, two or three days depending 
on how he is advised by the txi neng. In case of an epidemic which could 
spread to all the people or domestic animals in a village, the entire vil-
lage might observe the interdict. Signs barring visitors, strangers and 
merchants from entering the village will be posted on all paths outside the 
village entrance. 
The Hmongs are animistic. They have numerous tlan or spirits which are 
classified according to their functions. There are the tlan of the water, 
of fertility, of the trail, of the hearth, of the sleeping quarters, of the 
rice field, for hunting, and numerous other categories. 
The txi neng in a Hmong village has a very important role. He has 
certain powers which help to define his responsibilities. These powers 
are recognized by the Hmong to have been given to the txi neng by the tlan. 
This power, possibly a tlan which dwells in him, enables the txi neng to 
cure the sick, determine the meaning of signs and dreams, give security to 
-40-
a new infant, predict the future through ordeals, and in general communicate 
between the living Hmong and the tlan world. 
The txi neng can be male or female. He or she is accorded status by 
the Hmongs on the basis of his or her relationship to the tlan. However, the 
txi neng can achieve status as well if he carries influence in the tlan world. 
His influence is reflected in his ability to cure the sick, to drive away 
malevolent tlan, and to influence the tlan world for the welfare of Hmong 
society. The txi neng is responsible for making all fetishes, erecting al-
tars in the homes, and placing shrines along the trail and at the rice fields. 
His role does not compete with that of the householder or chief, since he 
operates in a different sphere of life, although it might appear that their 
areas of influence overlap. 
In cases of illness, the txi neng is called. The flmong consider that 
the soul (pli) is attempting to leave the body of the sick person. If the 
person becomes unconscious, it has departed and will depart for good unless 
it can be brought back. The txi neng arrives, and orders the area around 
the altar cleared. The body of the sick person is brought and laid before 
the altar. 
With various "sacred" gongs and rattles, the txi neng attempts to call 
kindly tlan for help. Having achieved this, he launches into a chant which 
develops into garbled sounds when "real communication" is being made. Mean-
while, members of the household kill a sacrifice at the doorway. (A sacri-
fice may be anything from a chicken to a buffalo or cow. It may be deter-
mined by the wealth of the household, the prestige of the sick person, and 
so on. Usually a chicken is first offered, and larger sacrifices will fol-
low if necessary.) The blood of the sacrifice is poured on a paper doll 
that represents the sick person. This is then buried in the doorway. At 
the end of the ceremony, which may take many hours, the txi neng casts the 
split horn of a cow on the ground. The manner in which the two pieces fall 
determines whether the person will recover. This sort of oracle is also 
used for other situations. 
In time of epidemics, the txi neng erects a type of doorway on each 
trail leading into the village. Such frames are commonly encountered on 
the trail. 
The Hmong do not consider a txi neng categorically to pass on his 
role to his or her child, since the position is not inherited but requires 
appointment and enablement by the tlan. This apointment is attested to by 
effective power in pragmatic tests. A village of any size may have more 
than one txi neng. Some are recognized as having special powers for certain 
situations. Small fees are paid for services of the txi neng, but he must 
subsidize this small income with a considerable amount of rice horticulture. 
The Hmongs appear to be keenly aware of the unusual. The tlan may 
cause good and bad fortune. Therefore it is little wonder with the increas-
ing political, social, and economic pressures that the Hmong endeavors to 
employ the spirit realm to afford some control on his environment. A fallen 
tree, a washout, a strange rock formation, lightning striking a tree, and 
many other phenomena require interpretation by the txi neng' with any sub-
sequent taboos which he may consider essential. One seldom travels any 
distance on a trail without observing areas where great numbers of sticks 
are standing in the ground. This part of the trail is thought to possess 
some strange tlan, as a murder, accident, or illness overtook someone there. 
Placing the sticks in the ground by the traveler indicates his recognition 
of a tlan presence, and guarantees the individual safe passage. Likewise, 
a drop or increase in the price of opium, rice, and taxes are accredited to 
good or bad relations with the tlan as the case may be. 
Thus, with the Hmong, there is a constant awareness of his associations 
with the tlan and of the requirements and duties which are incumbent upon 
him if he is to cultivate their good will and secure their aid. In keeping 
with this concept, the Hmong are continually showing deference to the tlan 
by innumerable taboos and ceremonies. Excuaples of such are the fetishes 
placed on the body following birth, blessings sought at marriage, before 
trail journeys or hunting trips, and solicitation of tlan help during the 
crop seasons. 
Individuals vary in their attitudes toward the tlan. Some appear to 
be deeply confident of the effectiveness of the varied observances. Others 
appear to hold to it because of tradition and hope it may do some good. It 
would appear to this writer that the Hmongs whom he observed may have been 
involved in much more detailed attempts to control the tlan world than would 
be indicated by 
reports given by Bernatzik and other investigators he refers 
to. At the same time, it appears that the Xieng Khouang Hmong are quite dis-
united in any pattern of beliefs. 
Before leaving the religious aspect of Hmong beliefs, there should be 
mention of the Hmong concept of a supreme being whom they call Fua Tai. 
The writer does not believe that the nature of his work in Laos has in-
fluenced his understanding of this concept. In Hmong thinking, Fua Tai 
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created all things and originally had close coininunication with man. He be-
came distraught with marir and left him to the "spirit" world. Fua Tai still 
exists, but is no longer concerned with the affairs of man. 
F. The Hmong Life Cycle 
With the Hmongs, life is conceived of as one long series of events with 
no great traumatic experiences leading from one stage to another. Birth 
and death are considered the major crisesr while marriage is an important 
event that assures the continuance of Hmong society and culture. The house-
hold functions throughout the life of the Hmongs, and serves as the mold in 
which life is lived. 
The Hmong father is recognized for the part he plays in causing the 
conception of a child. At birth, he assist the wife during the delivery, 
and receives the child. He cuts the cord, and immediately bathes the baby 
in warm water. The writer has observed a father dashing water over a new-
born infant as he squatted in the doorway of his house on a frosty morning. 
The writer does not know of any significance which the Hmong place on the 
father's assisting with the delivery, and never observed any taboos on the 
part of the father. It is evident, however, that the Hmongs expect the 
father to be present for the delivery. On one occasion a catechist asked 
to be excused from school until his child was born. He was asked when he 
expected the child, and replied that it would depend on the sex of the baby. 
If the baby is a girl, the Hmongs claim that it takes nine months for ma-
turity; ten months are required for a baby boy. 
Shortly after birth of a child, a txi neng is summoned to place fetishes 
on the child's neck and limbs to encourage the soul to stay in the body. 
Also, these fetishes may guard against a malevolent tlan which might attempt 
to claim the life of the infant. This fear is emphasized by the fact that 
Hmong children, who are often given numbers instead of names, are never named 
number one. The Hmongs state that the tlan might not look for number two 
until he had found number one. 
During infancy the child is cared for by mother, father, and any of 
the other children. The mother will generally remain in confinement for 
only a few days unless she is from a wealthy household. Children are allowed 
to nurse as long as the mother has milk. There is no traumatic weaning ex-
perience for the Hmong child. It is common to observe a mother nursing a 
child in her arms, and simultaneously nursing another who stands beside her. 
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There appears to be little toilet training, and only after adolescence has 
begun does the Hmong go beyond the village limits to perform his toilet. 
During childhood the children commence to share in work responsibility. 
Both boys and girls may follow their mother about and assist her. Boys may 
follow their father about as he performs his tasks. Primarily/ the children 
serve as baby sitters and also gather firewood. They observe the duties 
which will later fall to them because of their sex, and make attempts to 
perform these tasks. They get their first introduction to riding horses, 
shooting the crossbow, and hunting. 
Childhood is a time for recreation, also. Games of tag and hide-and-
seek are common. Every boy has his spin top, which is used for a game in 
which the older boys and even the men may engage to amuse themselves. These 
tops, wound about by strong cord, are set spinning at a high speed. Experts 
can place them on a precise spot from some distance. In the contests, one 
person attempts to dislodge and replace his opponent's spinning top with his 
own. 
No specific rites are performed at puberty. The Hmong girls may start 
wearing white scarves over their heads to indicate that they have attained 
puberty. These scarves are often used to cover half the face as an indica-
tion of real or affected shyness. 
Adolescence is conceptually a time of preparing for marriage. Both 
sexes become proficient in discharging the work responsibilities that Hmong 
society demands of them. Recreation takes on new dimensions. Horse racing 
is common, and sexual adventures become a frequent activity. 
Young couples interested in marriage usually practice trial marriage, 
as has already been described. Althougll this is spoken of in a joking 
manner by the Hmongs, they consider it an essential phase in the life cycle 
and necessary for secxiring a suitable partner. Except at the time of fes-
tivals, little affection is shown between the sexes in public, although 
there is little doubt that such relationships persist between them. 
As the young people gain maturity and become increasingly aware of 
their desire for marriage, each will seek more earnestly to prove his or 
her readiness for marriage by demonstrating the perfection of his or her 
labors. The young man begins to lay aside a reserve for the bride-wealth, 
while the young lady makes additional skirts and secures a silver neckpiece. 
The process of contracting a marriage has been discussed above, and does not 
require repetition here. 
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Adulthood is considered to begin with marriage. The prime objective 
in adulthood is to carry on the process of the cycle of life, i.e. raising 
children and training them in the traditions of Hmong society and culture. 
To be considered as good parents the adults must not only provide for their 
family but must successfully rear their children in the Hmong way of life. 
Life is meaningful to the adult Hmong, not so much in his preparation for 
old age and death, but as he sees the development of his descendents in the 
Hmong tradition. He finds that life has special satisfaction if he can 
observe this continuum in the life of his own grandchildren. 
Old people are highly respected by all the people in the village. Those 
who have attained success in the matters of the previous paragraph enjoy the 
highest prestige and deference. The writer has often observed the great care 
and attention which an entire village shows to elderly people, and the mea-
sure of pride displayed when he was introduced to these aged Hmongs. 
Death closes the life cycle for the Hmong. Adjustments are difficult 
for the bereaved. Traditionally, the txi txhia tso is called to perform all 
that is essential to ensure the deceased a safe journey into the next realm. 
The deceased continues to live in the memories of the bereaved. Dreams are 
considered desirable, since they are means by which the departed spirit 
communicates with the living. 
From birth to death the individual is not only made aware of his re-
sponsibility to the household, but he also learns to reckon on his household 
for security and status in the social, political, economic and religious 
spheres of Hmong culture. 
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Hmong leaders in Laos 
This section is more or less a cast of characters in Hmong affairs in 
Laos over the last twenty years or so. These names come up again and again 
in newspaper articles and journals. We list the individuals below, by name 
given in its usual Romanized spelling, with an explanation of the clan mem-
bership and. adoption of last name and so on. Then we give a brief account 
of the individual's place in recent Hmong history, 
Touby Lyfoung 
Tub N p i s J ^ s Foom in RPA. Touby is a member of the Lis clan; for 
official purpo£;es he combined the Lis with his father's name CFoom), 
and the combination serves as his last name. Tub is the diminutive; 
Npis is hi§ given name. He was the first Hmong to hold a seat on the 
Council Qi the Royal Lao Government, and held that seat on and off 
between 1962 and 1975. When last heard of, he was in a reeducation 
camp operated by a joint North Vietnamese-Pathet Lao group of authori-
ties. According to unconfirmed sources, he died in late 1975, 
Tou Geu Lyfoung 
Tub Ntxaw<^ Lis Foom in RPA. Tub is the diminutive; Ntxawg is his 
given name; the Lyfoung is the combination of his Lis clan name ajid 
his father's name Foom. Tou Geu is Touby's brother, and was the 
general director of the Justice Department of the Royal Lao Govern-
ment from 1964 to 1975. He is now in France. 
Tou Lia Lyfoung 
Tub Liab Lis Foom in RPA. Tub is the diminutive; Liab is his given 
name; the Lyfoxing is the same combination as for the two men listed 
above. Tou Lia is Touby's older brother, who was, for one term in 
1960, the representative from Xieng Khouang (the region where most 
of the Hmongs come from) to the Royal Lao Government, Tou Lia is 




Muas Liab in RPA. Muas is the clan name; Liab is the man's given name, 
Moua Lia was the Primary School inspector for Xieng Khouang Province 
between 1962 and 1975; as such, he was responsible for all the educa-
tional programs that were set up in the Hmong refugee towns that 
sprang up as warfare was carried on in the mountains. Moua Lia is 
now in France. 
Yang Dao 
Yaj Daus in RPA. Yaj is the man's clan name; Dao or Daus is the name 
he is known by by outsiders; his given name is Tsab, but only Hmongs 
use it. Yang Dao is the first Ph.D. among the Hmongs in Laos, and is 
recognized as their foremost intellectual. He got his doctorate in 
France; his dissertation was published in Vientiane in 1975 as Les 
Hmongs Du Laos Face Au Developpement, and is considered the authori-
tative work on the recent history of the Laotian Hmongs. Yang Dao 
was, from 1972-1975, on various Royal Lao Government committees, and 
in 1972 he was part of the Joint National Political Council of the 
Coalition Government of the Royal Laos and Pathet Laos. He is now 
in France. 
General Vang Pao 
Vaj Pov in RPA. The general belongs to the Vaj or Vang clan; Pov 
is his given name. This is the fconous general of the Royal Lao Gov-
ernment's Irregular Army (or Armee Clandestine in French), whose name 
and activities appear in practically everything that has been written 
about Laos and/or the Hmongs in the last twenty years. He is now in 
the United States, alternating between Orange County, California and 
Missoula, Montana. 
Faydang (Lor) 
Faiv Ntaj Lauj in RPA. Faiv is the man's honorary name; Ntaj is his 
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given name; he is a member of the Lor or Lauj clam. Faydang was the 
foremost Hmong on the Pathet Lao side of the war; he is now the vice-
chairman of the Pathet Lao Administrative Committee. 
Lor Foung 
Lauj Foom in RPA. Lauj is the clan name; Foom is the man's given 
name. This is Faydang's younger brother, who in 1972 was a member, on 
the Pathet Lao side, of the Joint Political Council of the Coalition 
Government. 
Gnia (or Nhia) Vu Lor 
Gnia Vu Lor is Faydang's brother. He is the most powerful Hmong Com-
munist and has been on the Pathet Lao Central Committee for many years, 
Presently, he is with the Ministry of Lao Ethnics. 
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HMONG EDUCATION AND LITERACY IN LAOS 
Linguists and anthropologists would describe traditional Hmong society 
as a non-literate, or pre-literate society, i.e. a society in which there is no 
generally accepted, conventional written representation of the language spoken 
by the people. Smalley describes a pre-literate culture as one in which "....a 
child can be born and grow up, an adult can live and die, without a strong need 
to read and write. He can live a normal existence within his own community 
without a feeling that he is in any way culturally deprived by lack of ability 
to communicate through marks made on paper. Life as he knows it does not in-
clude reading and writing as a major component." (From Phonemes and Orthography, 
p. 2). 
In an isolated Hmong village, then, there are no schools, no newspapers, no 
books, no signs; children are taught the things they need to know by elders in 
their village, and literature is passed on orally from generation to generation. 
Given the war in Laos, and the existence of air transportation and trans-
istor radios, there are now probably very few traditional Hmong villages that 
haven't been touched in one way or another by outside influences. Even so, 
education - and with it literacy - among the Hmongs has been very limited. 
There were no local schools at all for Hmong children to attend until 1939, 
and while the number of schools in Hmong regions has gradually increased since 
then, there are still areas in which schooling is simply not available. (Yang 
Dao, in his Les Hmongs du Laos Face Au Developpment, estimates that the literacy 
rate in some of the mountain regions is less than 1 per cent.) 
In places where schooling has been available, the subject matter has 
always been in the Lao language. A Hmong child starting school has learned to 
read from a Lao primer, and all his textbooks thereafter have been in Lao. 
Classes are conducted in Lao, unless the teacher is a Hmong himself; in this 
case, presumably, the teacher uses Hmong until the children have learned enough 
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Lao to manage classroom instruction in it. If the teacher is a Lao, then all 
instruction has to be in Lao: there are very, very few Laos who speak Hmong, 
Yang See says that by 1969, 60 per cent of the teachers in local schools were 
Hmong, for the reason that of all of the graduates of the national teacher train-
ing school in Vientiane, it was generally only the Hmongs who were willing to 
teach in such isolated areas! And in a March, 1978, letter to us, the missionary 
Doris Whitelock says: 
'Yes, the school teachers were mostly Hmong, certainly in Xieng Khouang 
province where I visited most. The books were in Lao but a lot was 
explained in Hmong. Girls went to school too as well as boys but it 
was mostly boys who went on for further schooling to the towns. There 
was quite a big drop-out rate in the first two years and many did the 
first year twice. This was because of the Lao teaching and the kids 
didn't hear Lao spoken in their villages- Then after a couple of years 
at school perhaps parents would find that they needed the children to 
help with the fields again...' 
As the war in Laos progressed, Hmongs were forced down out of the mountains 
into refugee 'camps', which developed into fair-sized towns. In 1962, under the 
direction of Moua Lia, the Hmong primary school inspector for Xieng Khouang pro-
vince (where the refugee towns are), Hmongs in the towns who had had some educa-
tion were given a crash course in teaching, then put into newly-established 
schools in the area. From 1962 - 65, Hmong boys attended these schools, and 
after 1965, both boys and girls did. These schools were - and probably still 
are - conducted in Lao. 
(While we're on the subject of Hmong refugee towns in Laos, we should men-
tic5n a practical nursing program that was set up in Samthong by the U.S. Agency 
for International Development in 1964-65. This program was a two-month prac-
tical nursing course,_open to anyone who was literate; it taught such skills 
as giving injections, measuring doses of medicine, and so on. The training was 
conducted in Lao, but Hmongs and Laos both participated. Women graduates of the 
program typically stayed at the hospital to work, and male graduates were assigned* 
to various villages. After the fall of Samthong in March of 1970, the program 
was shifted to Ban Xon. There are graduates of this program among the Hmongs 
in the United States.) 
There has been an alternative to local village schools, for Hmong families 
that could afford it. The alternative has been to send promising little boys 
down out of the mountains to school in the bigger towns in Laos. These little 
boys have been boarded with family contacts - mission headquarters, or often 
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with Chinese merchants who dealt with the Hmong villages - and sent to Lao 
elementary schools. Some of these boys have gone on to the national teacher 
training school (which requires only an elementary education for admission), 
or to French high schools (in which case they have had to learn French), or to 
Lao high schools (the first high school conducted in the Lao language opened in 
1968). And a few of them have gone on to colleges and universities abroad: 
Yang Dao reports that as of 1971, there were thirty-seven Hmongs studying in 
various countries around the world. These educated Hmongs constitute an 'elite* 
- as Smalley calls them - out of whose ranks have come the Hmongs who have 
attained positions in the Lao government, and into whose hands has naturally 
fallen the interest in, and responsibility for, improving the educational con-
ditions under which the general Hmong population has lived. 
Schooling in the refugee camps in Thailand (where nearly all the Hmongs 
in the United States were before they came here) has been haphazard, but efforts 
have been made to provide the children with some kind of education. Yang See 
tells of the school that was build for the children in the Nam Phong camp in 
1975: it had about fifteen classrooms, and teachers who had graduated from the 
national teacher training school or from high school were rounded up to teach 
(in Hmong). Two months after the school became operative, however, the refugees 
were all moved to another camp, and the school had to be organized all over again. 
To summarize, educational opportunities for the Hmong in Laos have been very, 
very limited, except for the relatively few young men whose families sent them 
away to school. In a given Hmong community in the United States, then, the level 
of formal education is likely to be low. The older people, and women over twenty 
or so, will probably be illiterate. The amount and quality of the education 
received by the others will vary widely from individual to individual, even with-
in the same family. Those who have gone to school for any length of time will be 
able to read the Lao alphabet. An individual will be able to read in Hmong only 
if he has been in contact with either the Catholic or Protestant missionaries, 
or if he has been taught by one of the Hmong 'elite'. If he can read Hmong, he 
will probably be able to do so in the RPA, or in a Lao-based alphabet which we'll 
discuss in the next section. 
While opportunities for formal education have been limited for the Hmongs 
in Laos, opportunities to learn languages have been frequent. The Hmongs are 
not the only minority in Laos, and in the course of day-to-day living they come 
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in contact with other minorities, as well as with the Lao majority. A Hmong man 
who has never had the occasion or the need to learn to read, then, might very 
well have found it expedient to learn several languages: his native Hmong; Lao; 
either or 'both of the other minority languages of Yao or Khmu; and, if he lived 
close to a border, possibly Thai or Vietnamese. He is not likely to be daunted 
by the prospect of learning English, per se, on coming to the United States as 
a refugee. 
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In this section, we have collected information of the sort that typi-
cally appears in dictionary appendices—names, units of measurement, and so 
on. In cases where we thought you would want to take a stab at pronouncing 
the various words, we have rewritten each in a rough phonetic alphabet which 
is as close to English as we can get. This pronunciation guide will always 
be written between []'s. There's a detailed description of Hmong pronun-
ciation in the Guide "The Hmong Language: Sounds and Alphabets". In gen-
eral, the letters of the phonetic alphabet represent roughly the same sounds 
they do in English. Unfamiliar symbols are [i] , which is the vowel in the 
second syllable of the word roses; [o] , the vowel in caught; [ei] , which is 
roughly the vowel in duckf and [hm] , [hn] , and [hi] , which are m , n and 1, 
pronounced without the vocal cords vibrating. (Ask a Hmong friend to demon-
strate these for you.) The number above and to the right of each word rep-
resents the tone associated with that word. 
We have used the units of measurement, or time phrases, or whatever, 
in example sentences wherever we thought it would be useful. 
A. Hmong sub-groups in the United States 
There are two major dialects of Hmong, White Hmong and Blue/Green 
Hmong, spoken among the refugees; sub-grouping within these dialects appears 
to be determined by cultural customs. The particular names typically refer 





























'Dark blue Hmong' 
Comments 
'blue' or 'green' 
depending on the 
exact shade re-
ferred to. 
This is the White 
Hmongs' name for 
the Blue/Green 
HmongS/ who prefer 
to be called Hmoob 
Ntsuab. 
A sub-division of 
the White Hmongs. 
A sub-division of 
the Blue/Green 
Hmongs. 
A sub-division of 
the Blue/Green 
Hmongs• 
B. Hmong clans 
All Hmong society is divided into clans; children are automatically 
members of their father's clan. Clan membership determines all kinds of 
social behavior, from titles of address to possible partners in marriage. 
Clan names are not last names or surnames as we think of them, but most of the 
Hmong refugees in the United States have adopted their clan names as surnames 
for official purposes like school regis-tration, social security and immigration 
procedures. As there are only about twenty clans, this accounts for the small 
number of 'last' names among the Hmong refugees in the United States. In the 
Other Spellings col\imn below, we have listed the various ways the clan names 
have been spelled—you'll notice that there's often only the vaguest connec-
















RPA Spelling Pronunciation Other Spellings 
Koo [kong^] Kong 
Kwm [ki^l Ku, Kue 
Khab [k'a^] Khang 
Lauj [lau^] Lo, Lor, Lau 
Lis [li^] Ly, Le, Li, Lee 
Muas [mua^] Moua 
Phab [p'a^l Phang 
Sib [shi^] Xe 
Thoj If D^] Thao 
Tsab [cha^] Chang 
Tsu [chu'^l Tchou, Chou 
Tx\im Itsu] Txu 
Vaj [va^] Vang 
Vwj [vi^] Vue, Vu 
Xyeem [syang^] Cheng 
Xyooj Isyong^] Xiong 
Yaj [ya^l Yang 
C. Some common given names for Hmong girls 
KPA Spelling Pronunciation Other Spellings 
Choc 
4 
[ty'ong ] Chong 
Dawb [dai^] Daw 
Diav [dia^] Dia 
Hli Ihli'^] Hli 
Hnub [hnu^] Nu, Nou 
lab [ia^l la 
Kub [ku^l Kou, Ku 
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D. Some common given names for Hmong boys 






















Looj [long^l Long 
Mas [ma^] 
Neeb [nang^] Neng 
Npis [mbi^] 
Ntai [nda^] Dang 
Ntxawg [ntsau^] Geu 
Nyiaj [nyia^] Ngia, Nhia 
Pov [po^] Pao 
Riam [tia^l Tia, Tria 
Tooj [tong^] Tong 
Tub [tu^] Tou, Tu 
Thoob [fong^] Thong 
Tsab [cha^] Cha 
Tsu [chu"^] Chu, Chou 
Tswb [chi^] Chu, Cheu, Chue 
Txiab [tsia^] Chia 
Txiaj [tsia^] Chia, Txia 
Txhim [ts'i^] ft Se, Txi 
Txhiaj [ts'ia^] Chia, Txia 
Xauv [sau^l Sao, Xao 
Xeeb [seng^] Xeng, Seng 
E. Honorary names 
It is a custom in Pimong society for a man's parents-in-law to give him 
an honorary name. After the ceremony in which the name is given, the man is 
then called by the honorary name as well as his given name. So Pov, on 
marrying and settling down, is given the honorary name Paj by his wife's 




Sometimes a Hmong child will customarily be called by his given name, 
preceded by the diminutive Tub (pronounced [tu^]) for boys, or Maiv (pro-
nounced [mai^]) for girls. The famous Hmong leader, Touby Lyfoung, for 
example, is called by his given name Npis, preceded by Txib? the usual 
Romanized spelling Touby combines the two names into one. As will be 
explained in the next section. Tub and Maiv are also the general terms 
by which children are addressed. 
G. Titles of address 
Members of Hmong society address one another in formal circumstances 
with titles, the choice of which is determined by the generations to which 
the addresser and addressee belong. These titles are kinship names which 
have been extended to all people of the appropriate generation. Generations 
are determined by actual lineage, not age, so it's quite possible that an 
older man would address a much younger man by the equivalent of 'uncle'. 
Yang See says that one of the first things established, in talking to a 
stranger, is the generation relationship, so that both parties know which 
title of address to use. 
These titles are used by themselves, or followed by the individual's 
given name; if a woman is married, the title is followed by her husband's 
name. In the chart on the next pages, we will list the generation addressed, 
the title, its pronunciation, its meaning as a kinship term, and examples 
with the woman's given name Hli, and the man's given name Tsab preceded by 
the honorary name Paj. To show how titles are used with the husband's 
name, we are adding a third character, Paj Tsab's wife Mos. 
HMQNG SYSTEM OF TELLING TIME 
Traditional time-telling 
Hmong has two systems for telling time: the traditional one is based 
on daily activities, and the other, which developed out of Hmongs* 
contact with outsiders, is based on a twenty-four hour day. Here 
are some of the phrases of the traditional system. 
Tav li cas lawm? 'What time was it?* 
'time' 'how' past 
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'Time of cock-crow.' (about 4 a.m.) 
'time' •cock' ' crow' / 
Tav caij qaib qua ib tsig. 'Time of the first cock-crow,' 
•time' 'cock' 'crow'•one• clf (cibout 4 a.m.) 
Tav caij qaib qua ob tsig. 'Time of the second cock-crow.' 
•time' •cock " c r o w ' '2' clf 
Tav caij qaib qua peg tsig. •Time of the third cock-crow.' 
'time' 'cock ' 'crow' '3' clf 
Tav caij aaib qua plaub tsig. 'Time of the fourth cock-crow.' 
'time' •cock ' 'crow' '4' clf 
Tav caij noj tshais. 'Breakfast time.' (about 6-7 a 
' time' 'eat' 'breakfast' 
Tav caij noj su. •Lunch time.' (about noon) 
'time' 'eat' 'lunch' 
Tav caij hnub cjaij. 'Time that the sun inclines.' 
•time' •sun' 'incline' (about 1-3 p.m.) 
Tav caij pub npua. 'Pig feeding time.' (about 5-6 
'time' •feed' •pig' 
Tav caij noj hmo. 'Dinner time.' (about 7 p.m.) 
'time' 'eat' 'dinner' 
Tav caij mus pw. 'Bedtime.' (about 8-9 p.m.) 
•time' 'go' 'sleep' 
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Days of the lunar month 
Hmongs traditionally label days in cycles which correspond to the lunar 
month. As the moon waxes, the corresponding days are numbered from one to 
fifteen, with the fifteenth waxing day arriving as the moon becomes full. 
Then the numbering starts over again, counting fifteen days as the moon wanes, 
The fifteenth waning day arrives as the moon disappears. 
The seasons 
Lub caij ntuj no. The cold season (about November-January) 
clf •time' •sky' 'cold' 
Lub caij luaj teb. Slash-and-burn time (about February-
clf •time' •clear ' 'field' April) . 
Lub caij ntuj tshiab. Springtime (about May-June) 
clf 'time' •sky' 'new' 
Lub caij ntuj so. Summertime (about July-September). 
clf 'time''sky' •hot' 
Lub caij ntuj qhua. The dry season (about October-March), 
clf •time* •sky' •dry' 
Lub caij ntuj tsaug. The rain or shower season (about May-
clf 'time••sky• 'shower' September). 
Twelve-year cycle 
Hmong years cycle like Chinese years, with each year named after a 
particular animal. Yang See says that this cycling is attended to by match-
makers lining up eligible candidates for marriage partners. In the chart 




Year Name Translation 
1975 Luav xyoo Year of the rabbit 
1976 2aj xyoo Year of the dragon 
1977 Nab xyoo Year of the snake 
1978 Nees xyoo Year of the horse 
1979 Yaj xyoo Year of the sheep 
1980 Liab xyoo Year of the monkey 
1981 Qaib xyoo Year of the chicken 
1982 Dev xyoo Year of the dog 
1983 Npua xyoo Year of the pig 
1984 Nas xyoo Year of the rat 
1985 Nyuj xyoo Year of the ox 
1986 Tsov xyoo Year of the tiger 
Days of the week for outsiders 
The following system of weekdays has evolved out of Hmongs' 
with outsiders. 
Day Name Translation 
Monday Hnub ib Day 1 
Tuesday Hnub ob Day 2 
Wednesday Hnub peb Day 3 
Thursday Hn\ib plaub Day 4 
Friday Hnub tsib Day 5 
Saturday Hnub rau Day 6 
Sunday Hnub xya Day 7 
Months of the year for outsiders 
The twelve months of the year, likewise, have been named to correspond 
to outsiders' reckoning of time. The Hmong New Year is some time in December, 
The months below are lunar months, and don't match exactly with our January, 
February, and so on. The lub in the names of the months is a classifier, 
hlis = 'moon'. 
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Name of month Translation Corresponds to 
Lub ib hlis Month one Dec.-Jan. 
Lub ob hlis Month two Jan.-Feb, 
Lub peb hlis Month three Feb.-Mar, 
Lub plaub hlis Month four Mar.-Apr• 
Lub tsib hlis Month five Apr.-May 
Lub rau hlis Month six May-June 
Lub xya hlis Month seven June-July 
Lub yim hlis Month eight July-Aug. 
Lub cuaj hlis Month nine Aug.-Sept. 
Lub kaum hlis Month ten Sept.-Oct. 
Lub kaum ib hlis Month eleven Oct.-Nov. 
Lub kaum ob hlis Month twelve Nov.-Dec. 
Peb caug New Year December 
Within the lunar month, which has thirty days, the days are numbered 
from 1 to 30, In referring to the first through the fifteenth of a parti-





An extensive bibliography is available from the National Indochinese 
Clearinghouse (order GI #17). However, as pointed out in that publica-
tion, many of the books and articles about the Hmong are not available 
to the public. 
The following short list is fairly accessible: 
Adolff, Richard, and Thompson, Virginia. Minority Problems in Southeast 
Asia. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1955. 
Barney, George Linwood. "The Meo of Xieng Khouang Province" Los Angeles: 
UCLA Department of Anthropology, 1961 (Laos Project Paper No. 13). 
Broderick, Alan H. Little Vehicle: Cambodia and Laos. Hutchinson and 
Company, London, 1948. 
Burling, Robbins. Hill Farms and Padi Fields: Life in Mainland Southeast 
Asia. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc. 
Embree, John Fee and Thomas, William L., Jr. Ethnic Groups of Northern 
Southeast Asia. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950. 
Garrett, W.E. "The Hmong of Laos: No Place to Run" National Geographic, 
January 1974, Volume 145, No. 1, pp. 78-111. 
Iwata, Keiji. "Minority Groups in Northern Laos - Especially the Yao" 
Los Angeles: University of California at Los Angeles (Laos Project 
Paper No. 16, edited by Joel Martin Halpern). 
Le Bar, Frank M, and Suddard, Adrienne. Laos: Its People, Its Society, 
Its Culture. New Haven, Connecticut: Human Relations Area Files 
Press, 1960. 
Le Bar, Frank M, Hukey, Gerald E., and Musgraue, John K. Ethnic Groups of 
Mainland Southeast Asia. New Haven: HRAF 1964. 
White, Peter T. "The Lands and Peoples of Southeast Asia" National Geographic, 
March 1971, Volume 139, No. 3, pp. 296-342. 
Hmong dictionaries 
In this section, we describe the three Hmong dictionaries which are 
available in the United States. None of them is a reference work of the 
sort we usually think of dictionaries as b e i n g — n o n e of them, for example, 
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provides Hmong definitions for English or French words. They are^ instead, 
the published vocabulary lists of the authors, who compiled the lists while 
they were working among the Hmongs. As such, they are more likely to be of 
use to Americans as a source of information on Hmong culture, than they are 
to Hmongs as an aid in learning English. 
Bertrais-Charrier, Yves. Dictionnaire Hmong (M^o Blanc) - Frangais. Vien-
tiane: Mission Catholique, 1964. Distributed in the U.S. by The Cel-
lar Book Shop, 18090 Wyoming, Detroit, Michigan, 48228. (Write directly 
to the shop: the book costs $20.00, and postage is paid by the shop 
for orders of $20.00 or more.) 
Fr. Bertrais was in Laos for years and years, living and working, through 
the Catholic Mission there, with Hmongs in Louang Prabang, Xieng Khouang, 
and Sam Neua; he is now in Thailand, doing linguistic research on Hmong. 
The dictionary lists Hmong words, and phrases the words occur in, 
with idiomatic translations into French, but no grainmar or pronunciation 
notes. The words and phrases are written in the RPA—Bertrais was one 
of the missionary-linguists who developed the alphabet—and there are 
about 30,000 entries; this is the biggest dictionary, in terms of num-
ber of words and phrases, of the three. There are no appendices, and 
just a brief introduction outlining the sources of vocabulary and ex-
plaining the uses to which the dictionary can be put. (It also explains, 
among other things, that cuss words have been left out, even though 
they're frequently used...). 
The dictionary will be of most use as a source of information on 
Hmong vocabulary for Americans who speak or read French. It won't help 
Hmongs much, except as a very roundabout approach to English for Hmongs 
who speak French. 
Heimbach, Ernest E. White Meo-English Dictionary, Data Paper No. 75, South-
east Asia Program, Department of Asian Studies, Cornell University, 
Ithaca, New York, 1969. (Order the book directly from the Southeast 
Asia Program, 120 Uris Hall, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853; it 
costs $5.00, and postage will be paid.) 
Heimbach worked as a missionary among the White Hmong in Thailand 
between 1954 and 1963; this dictionary is a compilation of his vocabu-
lary notes, Heimbach was (last we heard) working in the refugee camps 
in Thailand. 
Hmong words, and phrases containing them, are listed, with trans-
lations into English. There are some grammatical notes. The entries 
are in the RPA, and there's a guide to pronunciation in the introduc-
tion. The introduction also includes brief notes on the language, 
and a short bibliography (mostly on comparative linguistic studies of 
Hmong and related languages). There are several appendices; they con-
tain, besides information contained in this Guide: patterns of tone 
changes; more classifiers than we list; some useful words and phrases; 
some useful short expressions; White Hmong proverbs, with idiomatic 
translations into English; a long list, with examples, of post-verbal 
intensifiers; kinship charts; and an English-Hmong classified vocabu-
lary in such matters as anatomy, fauna, building, clothing and sewing, 
APPENDIX A 
Page 3 
and so on. 
This dictionary, while not as extensive as the others, is the most 
accessible: it's in English, it^s geared to non-linguists and non-
anthropologists, and the price is rights Americans will find it a 
fascinating source of down-to-earth information on things Hmong. The 
vocabulary is for natiiral reasons not terribly useful to Hmongs learn-
ing English in the U.S.; as it was collected in Hmong villages, it 
obviously doesn't contain Hmong words for American artifacts, which is 
what the Hmong English-learner is in most need of at this point. 
Lyman, Thomas A. Dictionary of Mong Njua. The Hague, Netherlands: Mouton, 
1974. (Orderable from Humanities Press, Atlantic Highlands, New Jer-
sey, 07716; write to them for a form, which says that you agree that 
the book is not returnable; sent the form and $68.00 back, and the book 
will be sent to you from the Netherlands in about ten weeks.) 
Lyman worked as an anthropologist among the Hmongs in northern Thailand 
in 1949, then from 1962 to 1964, and from 1966 to 1967. This dictionary 
is a compilation of his vocabulary notes; a grammar of Mong Njua and a 
study of Mong Njua ethnography will be published later. 
This is a work for linguists and anthropologists. Mong Njua (= Blue/ 
Green Hmong) words and phrases are listed in an alphabet which is a cross 
between a phonemic and phonetic transcription; the words and phrases are 
translated into idiomatic English, and borrowings from other languages 
are noted. The Introduction contains a guide to the alphabet used; some 
information on the struct\ire of compound words; a chart of correlations 
between the alphabet used and the RPA; explanations of ways the words 
have been classified and listed in the dictionary; an extensive biblio-
graphy of studies (mostly anthropological) of various Hmong groups 
throughout China and Southeast Asia; aind a list of Hmong sub-groups. In 
the appendices, there are—besides information contained in this G u i d e — 
English-Mong Njua lists of body terms, colors, ethnic names, minerals 
and oils, tools, instruments and weapons; Mong Njua-English lists of 
terms pertaining to weaving, vegetation, sickness and medicine, rice, 
opium and related artifacts, kin numeratives, the husking-treadle, and 
compass points. 
The price will probably put this dictionary out of reach of most, 
but colleges and universities in areas where there are lots of Hmongs 
will find this a useful acquisition. Non-linguists and non-anthropolo-
gists will have a rough time with the alphabet, as it has a lot of un-
familiar symbols; Hmongs won't be able to read it at all. 
